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Reading and Mental Health

“This volume constitutes a landmark in health humanities research. Many people
assume there must be a positive correlation between literary reading and mental
well-being but remarkably few studies have looked at the relationship systematically.
This volume is a compendium of the most up-to-date and comprehensive evidence,
bringing together a diverse range of researchers, practitioners and policy-makers, to
shine a light on this fascinating and tricky area. Josie Billington and her fellow con-
tributors have produced a collection that will be required reading for health human-
ists, practitioners, psychologists and literary readers.”
—Neil Vickers, Professor, Centre for the Humanities and
Health, King’s College London

“The power of literature to enhance well being and mental health has been increas-
ingly recognized in recent years. This definitive study brings together the relevant
practice and research, with contributions from GPs and neurologists as well as lit-
erary scholars, and with hard evidence of the benefits of bibliotherapy for those in
prisons, hospitals and care homes. Rich both in historical insights and in pointers to
how ‘shared reading’ can be developed to alleviate disadvantage and distress, it is a
comprehensive and invaluable book.”
—Blake Morrison, Poet, Author and Professor of Creative and
Life Writing, Goldsmiths, University of London

“This is an excellent and long overdue book. It brings together into one volume
the full range of thinking - from psychology, medicine, psychoanalysis, literature
and neuroscience - on why reading matters to human flourishing. As well as the
most recent compelling evidence of the value of reading in clinic and care home,
community and secure mental health settings, the book offers persuasive testimony
from health professionals and service users who have first-hand knowledge of the
transformative power of literary reading. Above all, this book brings shared literary
reading powerfully to life. It is an essential read for those new to the shared reading
phenomenon and to all who have been part of the journey. This book bears witness
to how far we have come.”

—TJane Davis, Founder and Director of The Reader
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Introduction

Josie Billington

Opver the last two decades, the vital importance of reading to human flourish-
ing and whole-life fulfilment has attracted strong and public notice. Reports
from influential international and governmental bodies have shown recrea-
tional reading to have a more powerful effect on cognitive development,
educational achievement and social mobility than socio-economic status.!
During the same period, there has been unprecedented attention to the rela-
tionship between /literary reading—specifically the reading of literary fiction
and poetry—and mental health and wellbeing.? The impetus for this inter-
est has been threefold, influenced by: the increase in third sector organisa-
tions and governmental bodies promoting reading; the urgent need of health
providers to find economical and humane solutions to health problems; the
successful growth of the arts in health and medical humanities movements.
This wide constituency of interest has led to research and practice in this area
crossing diverse groups and disciplines—reading charities and arts organ-
isations; academic psychologists, neurologists and human scientists; literary
academics, writers and philosophers; medical researchers and practitioners.
Research alone embraces a wide range of approaches—theoretical, empirical,
experimental—and while some such ‘applied’ studies are specifically related
to health outcomes, there is a growing body of ‘pure’ research with key, and
as yet under-mobilised, implications for health and wellbeing.

J. Billington ()

Centre for Research into Reading, Literature and Society,
University of Liverpool, Liverpool, UK

e-mail: jbilling@liverpool.ac.uk
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2 J. Billington

‘Reading and mental health’ is thus a recognisable and burgeoning field
of enquiry. What the field currently lacks, however, is a comprehensive
recognition of its findings and a core consolidation of its insights: it lacks
a ‘centre’. The key priority of this book is to begin to carry out this vital
task of consolidation. The volume thus brings into one place some of the
best practice and best evidence currently available in the field, together with
the diverse and complementary perspectives of practitioners and beneficiar-
ies, pioneers and researchers, commissioners and policy-makers. By gather-
ing and distilling these findings into centralised coherence, the book seeks
significantly to advance knowledge of why literary reading matters for men-
tal health. It also provides a foundational text for future practitioners and
researchers and a guide to health professionals and policy-makers in relation
to embedding reading practices in health care.

The book is divided into five parts. Part I, Reading and Health:
Medicine to Literature; Literature to Therapy, offers an introductory
awareness of the rich cross-boundary and in-between ground which the
reading and health field occupies. In the first chapter of Part I, Christopher
Dowrick, a professor of primary care and world-leading expert in depres-
sion, who is also a general practitioner (GP) in an inner-city surgery in the
UK, argues that the general practitioner’s essential obligation to patients is
the recognition of suffering and the offering of hope. Dowrick considers
how GPs who are daily faced with the pressure of patient distress in their
consulting rooms might gain from engagement with literature. Three writ-
ers who have mattered personally to the author, and who are themselves at
the boundary of philosophy and literature and the spiritual and the sick—
Robert Burton, Gerard Manley Hopkins and John Paul Sartre—provide rich
insights for the modern understanding and management of depression and
the interaction of suffering and hope. As Chapter 2 is an example of a med-
ical mind turning towards literature, so Chapters 3 and 4 are written by lit-
erature scholars crossing, quite literally in their case, over to medicine. Josie
Billington and Philip Davis are co-founders of the Centre for Research into
Reading, Literature and Society (CRILS), the first such centre to take aca-
demics from a School of English Literature into a Faculty of Health and Life
Sciences in order to bring literary reading into closer relation with health
and wellbeing. This collaborative enterprise is the inspiration for this book
and, as we shall see, supplies much, though by no means all, of the material
it comprises. In the second and third chapters of Part I, therefore, these lit-
erary people explore what motivated that turn towards health from within
their own scholarly backgrounds: namely, the existing grounds for, and ori-
gins of, reading as ‘therapy’ which are to be found within the English literary
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tradition. In “The Sonnet “Cure”: Renaissance Poetics to Romantic Prosaics,
Grace Farrington and Philip Davis trace the therapeutic value of literature
to Renaissance poetics. Samuel Daniel’s Defence of Rhyme (1602) held that
the poet made form out of human chaos through the creation of structured
rhythmic patterns, a holdfast against disorder. George Puttenham in his Arz
of English Poesy (1589), drew a direct analogy between poet and physician: a
poem offers, cathartically, he said, ‘one short sorrowing’ as ‘the remedy of a
long and grievous sorrow’. These concerns were re-introduced into the mod-
ern lyric tradition, the authors suggest, through the work of Romantic poet,
William Wordsworth, for whom ‘the turnings intricate of verse’ effected
‘sorrow that is not sorrow/... to hear of’. In the final chapter of this sec-
tion, “The Victorian Novel: Laying the Foundations for Bibliotherapy’,
Farrington and Davis, together with Josie Billington, take up, historically,
from the preceding chapter. Wordsworth’s Preface to Lyrical Ballads, as has
long been acknowledged, offered a blueprint for the nineteenth-century
novel’s principal literary achievement, realism, which committed literature
to ordinary experience during an era when (with the spread of education,
literacy and written material) reading itself was becoming democratised.
The authors’ contention here, however, is that Victorian realism’s mission
was not simply to represent real life for its own sake, but to reach ino the
real life of the reader, transformatively. Literary realism, as it developed from
Charles Dickens to George Eliot, it is argued, offers a model and rationale
for modern-day reading therapies.

Part II, Practices, turns to contemporary reading practices and modern-
day real readers who are engaging, often for the first time, with literature
from earlier times. Clare Ellis and Eleanor McCann recount their experi-
ences of taking Shakespeare’s sonnets and plays—the Renaissance literature
regarded as foundational to reading therapy in Chapter 2—into both com-
munity and hospital contexts as part of mental health provision. Katie Clark
and Charlotte Weber demonstrate the power of Wordsworth’s poetry to trig-
ger spontaneous access to core autobiographical experience, in dementia (res-
idential and day) care. The geographical reach of such practices is shown in
Anne Line Dalsgard’s report on public librarians’ delivery of reading groups
to psychologically vulnerable people in Denmark as part of a collaboration
between third sector, psychiatric and municipal organisations, and by Susan
McLaine’s account of a state library’s reading programme for older peo-
ple in Victoria, Australia, in partnership with public health promotion. At
such times Part II anticipates the focus on implementation of literary read-
ing within health provision which will come in Part V, by featuring some
‘on-the-ground’, practical lessons learned by pioneering practitioners and
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researchers. This is true, too, of Alexis McNay’s and Charles Darby Villis’s
illustration of the unique challenges and rewards of setting up the protected
‘thinking space’ of reading groups in male and female prisons in the UK.
Their experience is contrasted and complemented by an interview with
Canadian author and journalist Ann Walmsley on her acclaimed book, 7he
Prison Book Club, in which she compares her experience of reading groups
in high and medium secure prisons in Ontario, Canada, with her contin-
uing participation in a women’s book club in Toronto. The Practices sec-
tion concludes with Grace Farrington’s and Kate McDonnell’s accounts of
reading with people suffering from long-term and often severe health con-
ditions (personality disorder, psychosis, chronic pain) in clinical (in-patient
and out-patient) contexts. The final testimony comes from Helen Cook, an
NHS service-user living with chronic pain, who recounts her journey from
reading group member to reading group leader.

Many, though not all, of the practices represented in this section are based
around UK charity The Reader, with whom CRILS has enjoyed a research
partnership since its foundation. The Reader’s mission is to ‘bring about a
reading revolution so that everyone can experience and enjoy great liter-
ature which we believe is a tool for helping people survive and live well’.?
Its distinctive model of Shared Reading is one of the most widely used arts
in health interventions in this country and internationally (there are related
organisations and partnerships in Denmark, Belgium, Sweden, Norway,
Germany, Australia and New Zealand), and, as this volume will show,
there is now a strong body of evidence demonstrating the model’s success
in promoting mental health. Shared Reading groups are distinct from con-
ventional book clubs.* The material is not read in advance nor confined to
contemporary works. Nor is the material chosen for its targeted relevance
as in self-help bibliotherapy® or in reading interventions which seek to treat
particular cases, conditions or moods.® Rather, poems, short stories and nov-
els from the literary heritage down the ages are read aloud, together, live,
and the reading is regularly interrupted for group members to share thoughts
and responses. One great advantage of this model from the point of view
of reading research is that readers have the chance to show some of what is
usually private or silent in reading. While admittedly a different experience
from reading on one’s own, Shared Reading aloud is the nearest we have
for research into private acts of thinking made live during reading, not least
because, as we shall see, the private emerges within a group made unusu-
ally intimate by the presence of the poem or book. A second key reason for
basing the Practices section of this book on The Reader model is the sheer
amount of (reproducible) examples of practice made available by (ethically
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approved) research in relation to it. Those who, in Part II, are writing about
their experience as reading practitioners have access to the primary research
data they themselves collaborated in producing (audio-video recordings,
transcripts, diaries, logs), which enables them to recreate and bring to life
the reading experience at near first-hand, and give themselves as well as the
readers whom they reach a voice in this book. It was an axiom of this vol-
ume from the first that practitioners and beneficiaries of literary reading
should be heard equally alongside researchers, academics and professionals.
It was also important that these voices were heard before the book becomes
absorbed by research methodologies and theories in relation to reading and
health, for two reasons. First, it is essential that this volume does not lose
sight of the human trouble and need, expressed within the literature as
well as by those who read it, which is at the heart of this book’s endeavour.
Second, the methodologies and theories represented later in the book have
often emerged from the subject they treat, as well as being applied 7o it.

This two-way interaction is reflected in the division of chapters in Part
III, Research Methodologies. Chapter 9 demonstrates the application
of established qualitative methods in reading research. Jude Robinson and
Josie Billington illustrate how ethnographic inquiry can be used effectively
in the specific (and highly controlled) reading context of prison life. Ellie
Gray and Gundi Kiemle demonstrate the appropriateness of Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis in relation to reading and community mental
health, while Melissa Chapple shows the application of Framework Analysis
in relation to readers living with autism. Chapter 10 turns to innovative
qualitative methods which have sought to capture the lived experience of
reading at its live, minute by minute, source. Philip Davis, Josie Billington,
Grace Farrington, and Fiona Magee show the potential for accessing indi-
vidual, subjective responses to literary reading—and specifically break-
through moments where readers are palpably released from default habits
of thought—using video-recorded data of reading group sessions and video-
assisted interviews; while Mette Steenberg demonstrates her use of the
micro-phenomenological interview to elicit the ‘felt sense’ and cogni-
tive processes of reading. Thor Magnus Tangeraas, in his investigation of
life-changing encounters with literary works, has developed an interview
method, inspired by narrative inquiry and the dialogic method of Shared
Reading, which he calls ‘intimate reading’; and, likewise concerned with the
individual reader, Kelda Green has evolved a method of tracing the effects
on emotional and psychological health of private reading over time, which
combines personal diaries with face to face interviews. The value of combin-
ing these methods with linguistic (qualitative @nd quantitative) approaches
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is the focus of Chapter 11 in which Sofia Lampropoulou, Kevin Harvey,
Gavin Brookes and Kremena Koleva apply their linguistic expertise to the
primary data used by researchers in Chapters 9 and 10, including practical
demonstration of a ‘worked’ transcript. This chapter closes with an attempt
to recreate the kind of open, collaborative thinking that can emerge when
academics from different disciplines work together on the same material,
and illustrate why those disciplines need one another, especially in relation
to a phenomenon as multilevelled and multifaceted as reading.

The emphasis on multidisciplinary and multidimensional methods is
strong in the final two chapters of Part III also, despite their focus on more
measurable aspects of the literary reading encounter. The first two sections
of Chapter 12 are concerned with identifying quantitative tools for captur-
ing the complex benefits of reading which have potential to gain currency
with policy-makers and health-care providers. Rhiannon Corcoran, Josie
Billington and Megan Watkins explain the processes (both experimen-
tal and hypothesis-driven) by which they have discriminated clinical out-
come measures and indicators of psychological health appropriate to those
engaging with literary reading who are experiencing mental health difh-
culties, including self-harm. Mette Steenberg, Charlotte Christiansen and
Nikolai Lidegaard then recount their experience of trying to replicate the
use of some of these measures in their research study of the Danish read-
ing programme ‘Time to Read’, which features in Part II (Practices). The
challenges they faced are a salutary reminder of how research in this area is
still in its early stages and the process of standardising ‘reading for health’
might always prove intractable. In the final section of this chapter, Donald
Kuiken explicates the objectives of empirical phenomenology: to bring to
clarity and coherence—as systematically as possible and with all the nuance
language will allow—the full complexity of categories of lived experience.
Kuiken offers a rationale for numeric formalisation of phenomenologi-
cal procedures that facilitate the identification and articulation of types of
reading experience with a precision not normally associated with qualitative
studies of literary reading. This section uses a specific exemplary study to
review the distinctive contributions of numerically aided phenomenologi-
cal methods in understanding the reading experience, with particular atten-
tion to design factors (such as suspension of concern with explanation) that
facilitate fresh revelation and clarification of different ‘species’ of reading
experience.

The final chapter of Part III, ‘Brain, Mind and Body’, brings a biologi-
cal dimension to the study of reading. In the first section Philip Davis and
Rhiannon Corcoran outline their groundbreaking experiments on reading
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and the brain, which have suggested that the inner neural processing of lit-
erary language has the potential to galvanise existing brain pathways and to
influence emotion networks and thinking modes, by diverting from inef-
fective channels towards more diverse reasoning options. Together with
Rick Rylance and Adam Zeman—whose own study of the reading brain
showed that reading of literary prose and poetry activated regions of the
brain previously identified with emotional response to music and with
introspection—the authors point to how fMRI studies can help trian-
gulate or complicate findings emerging in social psychology in relation to
reading’s power to re-orient or ‘re-wire’ perspective. This is the focus of
David Kidd’s contribution, in which he describes recent studies of how
reading literary fiction (as opposed to popular fiction or non-fiction) can
foster “Theory of Mind’ (ToM)—the human capacity to comprehend oth-
ers mental states and understand that other people hold beliefs and desires
distinct from one’s own. His findings link the temporary enhancement of
ToM to literary fiction’s affective simulation of characters’ inner lives and
the reader’s immersed engagement therewith and suggest that exposure to
quality literary fiction over a lifetime improves cognitive empathy. Finally,
Christophe de Bezenac describes his current cutting-edge work in using
physiological measures of emotional processing—such as heart rate vari-
ability, skin conductance response, eye movement, facial expression, and
vocal features—to offer insight into otherwise hidden aspects of brain and
body function during literary reading. Investigation of these implicit pro-
cesses, de Bezenac argues, can be powerfully combined with both computa-
tional linguistics (sentiment analysis) and a range of qualitative methods to
provide holistic understanding of the lived cognitive and emotional experi-
ences of readers.

Part IV, Towards a Theoretical Understanding of Reading and Health,
draws in part upon the makings or foundations of a theory of reading for
mental health provided by the rich findings presented in Part III. But this
part of the book is principally concerned with how extant theories (estab-
lished or developing) in the therapeutic disciplines (psychiatry, psychology,
psychoanalysis) resonate with emergent thinking and theory in the rest
of this volume. In Chapter 14, ‘Reading and Psychiatric Practices’, David
Fearnley (Medical Director of Mersey Care NHS Mental Health Trust and
Associate National Clinical Director for Secure Mental Health) draws on his
experience as a forensic psychiatrist at a high secure hospital where he ran
a Shared Reading group for several years. Together with Grace Farrington,
whose own role in secure settings is described in Chapter 8, the chapter con-
siders what it is about the reading of literature that distinguishes this activity
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from formal therapy and its consequent value in psychiatric contexts. Central
is literature’s capacity to connect readers both with the experience of men
and women across time via (what Jung called) ‘historical antecedents’ and
with their own early experiences, those which pre-date trauma. Literature’s
non-targeted approach allows connections which may be more primary
and more personally relevant than formal treatment could locate, with the
potential for deeper-level recovery as a result. Keith Oatley’s and Rhiannon
Corcoran’s chapter, ‘Reading Minds: Fiction and its Relation to the Mental
World of Others’, turns to consider the landmark studies in Psychology
(including Kidd’s above) which have demonstrated connections between
the habit of fiction-reading and enhanced capacity for social interaction and
cooperation, and for stronger social understanding and empathy, as well as
for longer life. Positing a sense of purpose as more valuable to mental health
and wellbeing than the pursuit of pleasure or happiness, the authors survey
the evidence for reading as a life-sustaining activity in part because of its
emphasis on meaning-of-life issues. They consider fiction’s power to make
people more socially adaptable by extending emotional and cognitive open-
ness or creativity, as well as the value of group reading or ‘reading communi-
ties’ in engendering and sustaining these benefits as part of a public mental
health agenda. The ensuing chapter offers a further theoretical perspective on
reading and health from the discipline of Psychology, now intensely focused
on the interiority of the individual reader. In ‘Metaphoricity, Inexpressible
Realizations, and Expressive Enactment’, Don Kuiken articulates a theory
of expression, informed by phenomenology, which explains how literary
reading facilitates the movement towards words or phrases that ‘fit’ the feel-
ings (being moved, sublime disquietude) elicited by the text. During liter-
ary reading, the expression of existential feeling becomes possible when textual
metaphoric ‘fusions’ elicit the ‘dreamy metaphoric fusions’ of the reader’s
existential feelings. The transition from passive elicitation to reflective expli-
cation begins here, when the literary text produces an evocative intimation,
an inexpressible realization where the reader becomes °...conscious of hav-
ing an emotion but not conscious of what that emotion is. “Within the
silence of a feeling, finding what might be but has not been said involves
listening, not in active search for particular words or phrases, rather in
receptive openness to the coming and going of words that seem to “come
from” the feeling’. The more effectively silence is realised, the more poten-
tial there is for subsequent (and potentially expressive) explication of the
intimation. This interest in what is ‘there’ but ‘not said’ resonates, across dis-
ciplinary bounds, with the psychoanalytical thinking which Adam Phillips
introduces in the final chapter of Part IV. In interview with Philip Davis,
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Phillips talks across the breadth of his own reading and writing, about the
‘overlapping and incommensurate’ relation of life to literature, and literature
to psychoanalysis. Starting from the position that ‘baflement is integral to a
post-religious life or world—we dont know what we are doing and nobody
can tell us’, Phillips contends that literature offers the reader the chance to
think the strangeness of his or her own thoughts, without becoming, as psy-
choanalysis is prone to do, an ‘intelligibility project’, privileging understand-
ing at the expense of ‘live surprise’. He also considers how literature can help
create possible futures by offering ‘re-describings of life’ enabling the reader
to do or imagine something else. ‘Anything you cannot re-describe is akin to
a trauma, and therefore art is to free one’s capacity for re-description.” The
purpose of Part IV is by no means to offer conclusive theories. None are yet
possible and perhaps may never be. Literature’s gift after all (to use Adam
Phillips words) is ‘inspiration’ not ‘set knowledge or conclusive understand-
ing’. The key task is to engender and mobilise lively intellectual discourse
across disciplines in the effort to understand why literature matters for men-
tal health.

For literature to matter to people in trouble, it has to be accessible to
them. Part V, therefore, Reading and Health: Implementation—Barriers
and Enablers, is concerned with what will foster and what will hinder the
acceptance of a reading agenda and reading provision within mental health
care, particularly the mental health contexts already represented in Parts Two
and Three (depression, dementia, prisons and secure contexts, clinical set-
tings). Chapter 18 offers three distinct perspectives on the value of—and
potential obstacles to— embedding Shared Reading within the treatment
options of health professions and services. Ellie Gray surveys a wide range
of reading or book-based interventions recently or currently in use in mental
health contexts and considers their implications for clinical practice. Grace
Farrington articulates the value of a literature-based intervention from the
perspective of occupational therapists working with mental health patients
in hospital. Mette Steenberg reports on (and assesses the criteria for success
of) a collaborative venture of Danish health services, libraries and local gov-
ernment in which people living at risk of mental health issues are referred
to reading groups. Chapter 19 brings together perspectives, problems and
solutions from expert academics and practitioners working in the field of old
age mental health and dementia. Martin Orrell and Tom Dening make a
case for reading in dementia care based on both the evidence base and health
economics considerations, and explain the requirement for the scientifically
robust research study which a Randomised Controlled Trial would provide.
Nusrat Husain outlines the special case for Shared Reading among the BME
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population (specifically older British South Asians) who are more vulnera-
ble than other groups to the twin mental health difficulties of dementia and
depression, and considers the barriers that will need to be overcome to make
reading provision viable. Finally, Sally Rimkeit, Gillian Claridge and Dalice
Sim, working on a reading and dementia programme in New Zealand, begin
to answer some of the issues raised by their UK colleagues in outlining their
current three-stage programme (feasibility, pilot, RCT) for a robust study
which can help to mainstream reading in old age care. This detailed expli-
cation offers a potential model for researchers across the breadth of the read-
ing and health—and arts in health—spectrum. The final two chapters of the
volume take the form of interviews. Chapter 20 offers two complementary
perspectives on the practice of shared group reading in two distinctive secure
contexts. Talking to Fiona Magee (who herself runs reading groups in pris-
ons), psychotherapist and policy-maker, Nick Benefield, former lead of the
National Personality Disorder Team, recounts his successful introduction of
Shared Reading groups within the criminal justice system—specifically as
part of the environmental model of living, management and care known as
PIPES, Psychologically Informed Planned Environments. Kathryn Naylor, a
forensic psychiatrist at Ashworth (high-secure) Hospital, talks of her experi-
ence of running a Shared Reading group with patients who, because of what
they have ‘missed’ or ‘lost’, present a grave danger to themselves or others.
She speaks of reading’s special power to help patients find what ‘they do still
have’ as an alternative to habitual self-harm as a reflex of inarticulate pain.
Finally, in the concluding chapter of the volume, Andrew Jones and James
Ledson, pain medicine consultants at an inner-city hospital, are interviewed
by Kate McDonnell, who has lived with pain for forty years having been
diagnosed with rheumatoid arthritis as a teenager and who has been running
a reading group in the consultants’ pain clinic (see Chapter 8). Jones and
Ledson talk about why they have (successfully) fought to commission the
reading group for eight consecutive years, how it complements and enhances
the effect of existing treatments and therapies they offer, and how it enriches
the lives of their ‘suffering’ patients.

The interviews which conclude this volume give an indication of the qual-
ity of dialogue—humane, intelligent, fortifying—which has occurred across
the range of stakeholders within reading and health who are represented in
this book. I was advised to describe this volume as a compendium, which
is what it is certainly designed to be, housing useful examples of endeav-
our at levels of practice, research and thought. But I prefer to think of it as
an expanded and invigorating ‘conversation’ across conventional disciplinary
divisions which will, T hope, inspire others to join it.
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Comfort in a Whirlwind: Literature
and Distress in General Practice

Christopher Dowrick

I believe we can distill general practitioners’ obligations to our distressed
patients to two essential elements: the acknowledgement of suffering and the
offer of hope. Eric Cassel reminds us that the duty of physicians to relieve
human suffering stretches back to antiquity.! lan McWhinney understands
medicine as complex, context-dependent, poignant, a reflection of the
human condition. He invites us to be open in the face of suffering, and to
follow the wisdom traditions with their emphasis on listening. We are too
often ‘tempted to shy away from suffering’, he wrote. ‘It is this lack of open-
ness in the face of suffering which closes off compassion and stops us from
being healers’.? In similar vein, Ronald Epstein recommends that we turn
towards suffering: actively seek to recognise it, become curious about the
patient’s experience and intentionally become more present and engaged.’
Our commitment to encouraging hope is a fundamental element of over-
coming any illness. Hope itself is a therapeutic tool, one of the most pow-
erful aspects of the doctor—patient relationship,4 especially if it is based on
a genuine understanding of the patient’s concerns and expectations, and
linked with the best evidence-based practice.’

C. Dowrick (O<)
University of Liverpool, Liverpool, UK
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But how on earth are we to practise this in our overwhelmingly busy con-
sulting rooms, faced with the myriad pressures of patients’ problems and
professional protocols?

Mentors, peer support and supervision are all helpful. Formal training in
empathy,® mindful communication,” 8 and mindfulness-based stress reduc-
tion, have been shown to be effective.” So too is maintaining a balance
between our clinical commitment and our life as a whole.!?

In this chapter I take a different direction, and consider what benefits
general practitioners might gain from engagement with literature. I focus
on three writers who mean a great deal to me personally, Robert Burton,
Gerard Manley Hopkins and Jean Paul Sartre. Burton (1577-1640),
Fellow of Christ Church College, Oxford and vicar of parishes in Oxford
and Leicestershire, is best known for his monumental treatise 7he Anatomy
of Melancholy. His combined role as scholar and cleric was, in its historical
context, remarkably similar to that of the modern academic general prac-
titioner. Hopkins (1844—1889) was an English poet and Jesuit priest who,
posthumously, gained a reputation as one of the leading Victorian poets.
Between 1870 and 1881, he worked as a parish priest in Liverpool, just a
few hundred yards from my university office. Jean Paul Sartre (1905-1980)
was a key figure in the philosophy of existentialism and in French literary
studies. I was introduced to his Roads to Freedom trilogy while studying
French A-Level as an angst-ridden teenager.

Sitting as they do on the borders between literature and philosophy,
between spirituality and sickness, and encompassing highly divergent
world views, these writers provide a rich variety of insights into interactions
between suffering and hope. For Burton, melancholy is both a disease and
the essence of the human condition, while for Hopkins and Sartre, distress
is a consequence of alienation, whether from God or from a tension between
social expectations and one’s authentic self. Burton and Sartre find hope in
possibilities of change, in sociality and activity, though expressed in very
different ways. Hopkins’ sense of hope is more provisional, more complex,
but perhaps also more compelling, involving comfort of the self, the mutual
benefits of pastoral care and the ecstasy of God in nature.

Building on ideas I have previously set out in my book Beyond
Depression,'! 1 base my reflections on Burton’s Anatomy,'? six of Hopkins’
poems'? and two of Sartre’s novels,'* ! and intersperse them with remarks
on how they influence my own clinical practice.
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My Mistris Melancholy

Burton provides us with vivid descriptions of melancholy. He defines it
as ‘an Epidemicall disease, that so often, so much crucifies the body and
minde; .... A kind of dotage without a fever, having, for his ordinary com-
panions, fear and sadness, without any apparent occasion.... suspicion,
jealousie, discontent, solitariness, irksomeness, continual cogitations, rest-
less thoughts, vain imaginations &¢” (Faulkner et al., vol. 1, pp. 110, 162;
vol. 3, p. 297). He is careful to distinguish between melancholy as disease
or habit and melancholy as ‘Character of Mortalitie’ from which ‘no man is
living free’... ‘but more or less some time or other, he feels the smarte of it’
(Faulkner et al., vol. 1, p. 136).

Burton is writing not only as a spiritual physician but also as a fellow mel-
ancholic: he is ‘not a little offended with this maladie, shall I say my Mistris
Melancholy’ (Faulkner etal., vol. 1, p. 7). Hopkins and Sartre, in much
stronger vein, provide us with highly personalised poetic and literary insights
into the depths of their own distress.

Hopkins combines personal and spiritual perspectives in harrowing ways,
especially in his “Terrible Sonnets’. Created during a deeply unhappy period
of his life while working as a classics professor at University College Dublin,
these poems arise from ‘a languishment of body and mind’.!® They explore
his deadly sense of terrible evil or ferocity (‘the fell of dark’), of unending,
unremitting bleak times:

I wake and feel the fell of dark, not day.

What hours, O what black hotirs we have spent

This night! what sights you, heart, saw; the ways you went!
And more must, in yet longer light’s delay.

With witness I speak this! But where I say

Hours I mean years, mean life. (Gardner, p. 62)

His anguish is intense, his description of it almost unbearable to read:

No worst, there is none. Pitched past pitch of grief,
More pangs will, schooled at forepangs, wilder ring.....
My cries heave, herds-long; huddle in a main, a chief-
Woe, wérld-sorrow; on an dge old anvil wince and sing -
Then lull, then leave off. Fury has shrieked ‘No ling-
ering! Let me be fell: force I must be brief’.
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O the mind, mind has mountains; cliffs of fall
Frightful, sheer, no-man-fathomed. Hold them cheap
May who né’er hung there. (Gardner, p. 61)

Sartre’s most vivid description of suffering is his portrayal of 30-year-old
Antoine Roquentin, the central character in his novel Nausea. Roquentin
is staying in a French seaport, completing his research on the life of an
eighteenth-century political figure. But during the winter of 1932 a sweetish
sickness he calls nausea begins to affect everything he does: his research pro-
ject, the company of the self-taught man who is reading all the books in the
library, a pleasant physical relationship with a cafe owner named Francoise,
his memories of Anny, an English girl he once loved, even his own hands
and the beauty of nature. He is engulfed by desolation and despair:

I live alone, entirely alone. I never speak to anyone, never; I receive nothing,
I give nothing... When you live alone you no longer know what it is to tell
something: the plausible disappears at the same time as the fiends. You let
events flow past; suddenly you see people pop up who speak and who go away,
you plunge into stories without beginning or end: you make a terrible witness.
... I tear myself from the window and stumble across the room; I glue myself
against the looking glass. I stare at myself, I disgust myself: one more eternity.
Finally, I flee from my image and fall on the bed. I watch the ceiling. I'd like to
sleep. (Alexander, p. 46)

Irascible Imagination

Burton’s approach to the causes of melancholic suffering has much in com-
mon with modern diagnostic practices, apart from his understandable
emphasis on supernatural—‘from god, the devil or ... by magicians, witches’
(Faulkner et al., vol. 1, p. 119)—as well as natural causes. Natural causes
can be primary e.g. old age, temperament, parents, ‘outward or adventitious’
(Faulkner et al., vol. 1, p. 203), in the same way that psychiatrists may dis-
tinguish between endogenous and reactive depression. Outward causes may
be remote, involving terrors, calumnies, imprisonment, poverty and want,
‘an heap of other accidents, death of friends, loss &c’ (Faulkner et al., vol.
1, p. 356); or what we would now describe as life events and difficulties.
Outward causes may also be contingent, inward, antecedent ‘in which the
body works on the mind and this malady is caused by precedent diseases as
agues, pox &c ... or by particular parts distempered, as brain, heart, spleen,
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liver, mesentery, pylorus, stomach &c (Faulkner et al., vol. 1, p. 119); or
what we would now describe as psychosomatic conditions.

For these factors to lead to melancholy, Burton specifies six necessary
causes: diet offending in substance, quality or quantity; retention and evacu-
ation; air: ‘hot, cold, tempestuous, dark, thick, foggy, moorish &c” (Faulkner
etal., vol. 1, p. 235); exercise—excessive or defective; sleep and waking; and
passions and perturbations of the mind, including ‘irascible or concupisci-
ble’ (Faulkner et al., vol. 1, p. 255) imagination. Jennifer Radden notes that
Burton’s account ‘so neatly fits present-day cognitivism’ and psychiatry,!”
including network models of depression and the part played by rumination
and mind wandering in engendering affective disorders.

Hopkins™ distress is grounded in his intense sense of loss, of separation
or alienation. Hilary Pearson suggests his move to Dublin in 1884 led to
a threefold sense of alienation: from his family, through his conversion
to Catholicism; from his country, which had failed to follow his religious
beliefs; and now a physical separation to a country whose preference for
Home Rule was antithetical to his own patriotic views.!® To these I would
add two further senses of alienation: from his friends and, particularly, from
God.

In the second half of ‘I wake and feel the fell of dark’, Hopkins writes
‘And my lament/ Is cries countless, cried like dead letters sent/ To dearest
him that lives alas! away’ (Gardner, p. 62). This could be a reference to his
geographical separation from his close friend Robert Bridges, or perhaps the
loss of Digby Dolben whose physical beauty and tragic early death both fas-
cinated and distressed him.!” However in the wider context of this poem,
his lament most powerfully expresses his sense of enforced severance from
his Lord. In the subsequent lines we find ‘God’s most deep decree/Bitter
would have me taste’ and the poem ends with an empathic vision of the
experience of hell: ‘T see/The lost are like this, and their scourge to be/As 1
am mine, their sweating selves; but worse’ (Gardner, p. 62). In ‘No worse
there is none’, he cries out for help from above, ‘Comforter, where, where is
your comforting?/Mary, mother of us, where is your relief?”. But no help is
forthcoming; ‘all/Life death does end and each day dies with sleep’ (Gardner,
p. 61).

The crucial difference between Burton and Hopkins on the one hand, and
Sartre on the other, is that for the latter there is no God and hence no ulti-
mate source of meaning. There is no recourse, no point of reference with the
divine, whether external or internal. It is not a matter of man’s separation
from God: but of man finding himself to be a thinking, feeling, conscious
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being faced with the appalling awareness of his place within an essentially
hostile and pointless universe.

Roquentin faces the disturbingly provisional and limited nature of exist-
ence. He tries to make sense of all the things that had filled his life up to
that point, but finds himself face to face with a world and an existence with-
out meaning.

The essential thing is contingency. I mean that one cannot define existence as
a necessity. To exist is simply to be there; those who exist let themselves be
encountered, but you can never deduce anything from them. I believe that
there are people who have understood this. Only they tried to overcome this
contingency by inventing a necessary, causal being. But no necessary being can
explain existence: contingency is not a delusion, a probability, which can be
dissipated; it is the absolute, consequently, the perfect free gift. All is free, this
park, this city, and myself. (Alexander, p. 176)

According to Sartre, inauthenticity occurs when human beings, under pres-
sure from social forces, adopt false values and disown their innate freedom.?°
Bad faith (mauvaise foi) involves deceiving myself into thinking I don’t have
freedom to make choices. It is a kind of self-deception, in which I take
myself to be a certain kind of person while all along I am—and know myself
to be—actually a different kind of person. Thus, the person who thinks she
is a coward ‘just as a matter of fact’ is excluding from view the ability to
transform her existence through changed ways of behaving. But bad faith
may be the easier option, as authenticity comes at a price: of being true to
the inescapable tension at the core of the human self.

Authenticity, it is almost needless to say, consists in having a true and lucid
consciousness of the situation, in assuming the responsibilities and risks it
involves, in accepting it ... sometimes in horror and hate.?!

The Pane of Sorrow

In her wonderful essay on grief in modern China, Vera Schwarcz reminds us
that

To suffer is to be shut in, to be locked up by grief in a world without light.
A pane opens when sorrow is somehow voiced, shared, spewn out of the
closed world of the individual in pain. When others respond to the voice of
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the sufferer ... with truthful attentiveness — the window of insight becomes
broader still.?2

Expressing pain in literary form allows the writer a degree of detachment.
Moving a step away from the rawness of immediate reality, the pain or dis-
tress is observed, modulated and re-expressed (by Hopkins) in highly intri-
cate and innovative technical poetic forms. Further distancing can also be
noted within the poems themselves. In ‘I wake and feel the fell of dark’, he
finds company for himself in the form of his heart: ‘O what black hotirs we
have spent/ This night! what sights you, heart, saw; the ways you went!” with
the subtle change from ‘we’ to ‘you’ suggesting detachment as time passes.

Sartre argues that although melancholy people sometimes say that they
want to be alone with their sorrow, the actual cherishing of passive sad-
ness is in fact rather rare. This wish for a private refuge comes from the fact
that ‘the entire universe is bleak, and it is precisely in order to protect our-
selves from its frightful, illimitable monotony that we make some place or
other into a “shelter”. That is the one differentiating factor in the absolute
monotony of the world: a bleak wall, a little darkness to screen us from that
bleak immensity’.??> Here is resonance with the lines in Hopkins ‘No worse
there is none’: ‘Here! Creep/Wretch, under a comfort serves in a whirlwind’
(Gardner, p. 61), which bring to mind an image of huddling under a blan-
ket as storms rage above and around, finding a momentary sense of relief.

For the suffering reader, such deep, clearly articulated expressions of dis-
tress offer the sense that we are not alone, that others have been there too,
and share the experience. With this in mind, in a recent consultation with
Frances, an older, socially isolated Catholic woman who suffers from long
term depression, I tentatively suggest she read some of Hopkins poems.
When I next see her she brings with her a copy of his selected poems and
tells me how much they mean to her. ‘It’s like finding a friend. I felt like he
was sitting next to me, reading to me. It brings a closeness’. She also finds
it brings legitimacy to her own distress, something she often doubts: ‘It’s
allowed’ she says, ‘you're entitled to feel that depth’.

There are similarities too with the practice of mindful meditation.
Mindfulness involves attending to relevant aspects of experience in
a non-judgmental manner. The essence of this state is to ‘be’ fully in the
present moment, without judging or evaluating it, without reflecting back-
wards on past memories, without looking forward to anticipate the future,
as in anxious worry, and without attempting to solve problems or avoid any
unpleasant aspects of the immediate situation.
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Such articulation and acknowledgement of suffering are, perhaps, the first
tentative steps towards hope.

Can Something, Hope

Hopkins” wrestling with despair, in ‘Carrion Comfort’, demonstrates a steely
determination, a rejection of the desire to succumb to easeful death.

Not, I'll not, carrion comfort, Despair, not feast on thee;

Not untwist—slack they may be—these last strands of man

In me 6r, most weary, cry I can no more. I can;

Can something, hope, wish day come, not chose not to be. (Gardner,

p. 60)

He considers, but firmly turns against, suicide. Hilary Pearson draws our
attention to his recurring use of ‘not’ in these four lines. Especially striking is
his final double negative in ‘not chose not to be’. Here is ‘a cry of desperate
refusal to surrender to the darkness pressing in on him’ (Pearson, p. 28).

Sartre’s realisation of the contingency of existence leaves him floundering
on the edge of anguish and nausea. But, paradoxically, the physical sensation
of nausea becomes proof of his existence:

I exist. It’s sweet, so sweet, so slow. And light: you'd think it floated all by itself.
It stirs. It brushes by me, melts and vanishes. Gently, gently. There is bub-
bling water in my throat, it caresses me - and now it comes up again into my
mouth. For ever I shall have a little pool of whitish water in my mouth — lying
low — grazing my tongue. And this pool is still me. And the tongue. And the
throat is me. (Alexander, p. 134)

To paraphrase Descartes, we now have vomito ergo sum. Sartre’s moment of
deepest despair may also be the foundation of a new reality.

For both Burton and Sartre, change is possible. As an antidote to predes-
tinarianism, the Calvinist view, prevalent in the 1620 s, of man’s fatal neces-
sity to sin, Burton allows his readers a degree of agency. He criticises the
writers of religious tracts which are ‘too tragicall, too much dejecting men,
aggravating offences’ and encourages us to believe that, whatever God’s des-
tiny for us may be, ‘our will is free in respect of us, and things contingent’.?4
Sartre sees no need for Burtonian caution. As Roquentin comes to realise,

we are just here. He finds himself with a past, a body and a social situation
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that constrains him in what he can do. But—in a direct link with Burton—
just being here is contingent, subject to chance. There is no prior justifica-
tion or reason for his—or my—existence. What is distinctive about me as
a human being is that I am capable of putting my own being in question
by asking myself, for example, whether I want to be a person of a particular
sort. I am free in the sense I have the ability to choose how I am going to
interpret things. I constitute the world through my freedom, to the extent
that my ways of doing things determine how reality will be sorted out
and matter to me. At the same time, I constitute myself through my own
choices.?®

While modern general practitioners may not worry so much about reli-
gious determinism, we are certainly concerned about the extent to which
bio-genetic or socio-economic background may limit our patients’ freedom
of action. We may wish to follow Burton’s example in finding a via media
between these competing world views; or take Sartre’s more radical step and
proclaim agency as paramount.2®

Leave Comfort Root-Room

Self-care is central to Burton’s perspectives. He puts this into practice in
his own writing, which he sees as a form of personal therapy: ‘T write on
Melancholy by being busie to avoid Melancholy’ (Faulkner etal., vol. 1,
p. 6). The Second Partition of his Anatomy is an extensive programme of
self-care, whose mainstays are self-control and a change of daily habits,
undertaken alone or with non-medical assistance. They involve agency—
‘thou tenderest thine owne welfare’ (Faulkner etal., vol. 3, p. 445)—and
are preventative and holistic, being presented as a collection of complemen-
tary responses. Using a combination of Stoic philosophy and Christianity,
Burton shows us how to live well in the face of sad and apprehensive states.
He follows a tradition of comsolatio writing which can be traced back to
Seneca, Lucretius and Augustine, addressing the sickness of the soul which is
the human condition.

He dismisses unlawful means ‘from the devil, magicians, witches &c. by
charms, spells, incantations, images, &c” (Faulkner et al., vol. 2, Synopsis to
Partition 2). Lawful means begin with direct help from God, but he concen-
trates on three more worldly matters: the works of the physician ‘in whom
is required science, confidence honesty &c’; the attitude of the patient ‘in
woom is required obedience, constance, willingness, patience, confidence,
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bounty &c’; and the correct use of ‘physick’, which may be ‘dietetical’, ‘phar-
maceutical’, or ‘chirurgical’ (Faulkner et al., vol. 2, Synopsis to Partition 2).
Of all these, dietetical physick occupies most of Burton’s attention, being
discussed for almost two hundred pages. It consists not only in advice on
food and drink but also information on how to address the other neces-
sary causes of melancholia. He recommends exercise, both of the body ‘as
hawking, hunting, riding, shooting... walking in fair fields...” and of the
mind ‘as chess cards, tables &c to see plays, masks &c, serious studies, busi-
ness, all honest recreations’ (Faulkner et al., vol. 2, pp. 72, 79). The ‘pas-
sions and perturbations of the mind’ (Faulkner et al., vol. 2, p. 238) should
be addressed ‘by using all good means of help, confessing to a friend, &,
avoiding all occasions of his infirmity, not giving way to passions, but resist-
ing to his utmost’ (Faulkner et al., vol. 2, Synopsis to Partition 2). Friends
are important. They provide ‘counsel, comfort, good perswasion, witty
devices’, music of all sorts, ‘mirth, and merry company’ (Faulkner et al.,
vol. 2, Synopsis to Partition 2).

It is not just in the content, but also in the process of reading that Burton
offers healing. As Mary Ann Lund notes, Burton’s interest in the experience
of reading ‘takes his text beyond the normal scope of medical writing on dis-
ease, since it aims to perform a cure through its pages’ (Lund, p. 2):

like guilded pilles, which are so composed as well to tempt the appetite, and
deceave the pallatt, as to help and medicinally worke upon the whole body,
my lines shall not onely recreate, but rectifie the minde. (Faulkner et al., vol. 3,

p-5)

Reading can be enjoyed by many, and is more accessible than medicine. We
can confirm, from our contemporary research, Burton’s contention that the
act of reading itself may have direct power in dispersing melancholy.?”

And for care and kindness to the self in times of trouble, I am hard-
pressed to find a more powerful example than Hopkins’ sonnet ‘My own
heart let me have more pity on’, composed in Dublin in 1885. It speaks for
itself:

My own heart let me more have pity on; let
Me live to my sad self hereafter kind,
Charitable; not live this tormented mind
With this tormented mind tormenting yet.
I cast for comfort I can no more get
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By groping round my comfortless, than blind
Eyes in their dark can day or thirst can find
Thirst’s all-in-all in all a world of wet.

Soul, self; come, poor Jackself, I do advise

You, jaded, let be; call off thoughts awhile

Elsewhere; leave comfort root-room; let joy size

At God knows when to God knows what; whose smile

‘s not wrung, see you; unforeseen times rather — as skies
Betweenpie mountains — lights a lovely mile. (Gardner, p. 63)

Be Not Solitary, Be Not Idle

So far we have articulated and acknowledged suffering, found the strength
and determination to carry on despite it, and begun to take steps to address
it through care of the self. But Burton, Hopkins and Sartre all show us how
the practice and experience of hope may also take more positive forms.

Towards the end of the final volume of the Anatomy, Burton provides us
with a brief admonitory summation of his life’s work:

Only take this for a corollary and conclusion, as thou tenderest thine own
welfare in this and all other melancholy, thy good health of body and minde,
observe this short precept, give not way to solitariness and idleness. Be not sol-
itary, be not idle. (Faulkner et al., vol. 3, p. 445)

Both he and Hopkins take their pastoral work seriously and find solace and
personal enrichment in it. Hopkins expresses this best in ‘Felix Randal’,
written in 1881 while parish priest of St Francis Xavier, Liverpool. I find this
poem resonates strongly with the real world relationships still enjoyed by the
modern general practitioner; not only in his vivid descriptions of the crum-
bling from former power of farrier Felix Randall

his mould of man, big-boned and hardy-handsome

Pining, pining, till time when reason rambled in it, and some

Fatal four disorders, fleshed there, all contended? [...]

How far from then forethought of; all thy more boisterous years,

When thou at the random grim forge, powerful amidst peers,

Didst fettle for the great grey drayhorse his bright and battering sandal!
(Gardner, pp. 47-48)
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but also in the mutual benefits for both Hopkins and his parishioner that
derive from his care of Felix as his death approached: “This seeing the sick
endears them to us, us too it endears’ ([my emphasis] Gardner, p. 48). It
is legitimate—and essential—to acknowledge that we ourselves receive com-
fort and an enhanced sense of wellbeing, as we offer comfort to others.

In stressing the two key elements of sociality and activity, Burton is
more concise than the New Economics Foundation with its Five Ways to
Wellbeing.?® And he foreshadows Sartre’s response to the bleak immensity
of Nausea. In his subsequent philosophical writings, expressed in literary
form through his Road 1o Freedom trilogy, Sartre argues for engagement and
adventure. With the coming of the Second World War, and his capture and
imprisonment by the Germans in June 1940, he changes from a thinker pre-
occupied with the personal into a very political animal. He challenges the
intellectual and the artist to abandon their position as simple spectators and
take part in real life. Engagement now means commitment and solidarity.
Freedom is not a gratuitous activity that needs no particular aim or purpose
to be of value. It is a tool for human struggle, involving social responsibility
and political activity.

Mathieu Delarue, one of the principal characters in fron in the Soul, has
spent most of his life as an indecisive and ineffectual schoolteacher. Caught
up in the war, he finds himself able to act decisively for the first time in his
life. Deserted by their officers and trapped in a village clock tower, he and
his company collectively make their last stand. Shooting a German infantry-
man is a freely chosen and deliberate act, for which Mathieu is solely respon-
sible. It is deeply significant.

For years he had tried, in vain, to act. One after another his intentions had
been stolen from him: he had been no firmer than a pat of butter. But no one
had stolen this! (Hopkins, p. 217)

Facing death, he realises his own freedom.

Nothing more to ask of Fate now except one half-minute. Just enough time
to fire at that smart officer, at all the Beauty of the Earth, at the street, at
the flowers, at the gardens, at everything he had loved. Beauty dived down-
wards like some obscene bird. But Mathieu went on firing. He fired. He was
cleansed. He was all-powerful, He was free. (Hopkins, p. 225)

This uncompromising, ecstatic act is the ultimate affirmation of Mathieu’s
freedom.? Finally, he achieves authenticity.
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While this is an extreme example of freedom and authenticity, it makes
sense to the life experience of Darren, whom I first meet as a bristling, frus-
trated 19-year old, piercings through lip, nose and eyebrows, scarring up
both arms. He tells me about parental separation, fostering and sexual abuse,
bullying in school; and how booze keeps him from feeling too much but
leads to fights with friends, nightclub doorman and police. His only com-
fort is beating the hell out of his drum kit in the middle of the night. We
have many conversations over the next few years, initially to ensure he stays
alive and then to help him develop his relationships and his musical career.
Beneath the anguish, I discover a person with a keen critical intelligence,
great compassion for his family and friends and an utter disdain for what he
sees as so much rhetorical ‘political bullshit' . Darren is determined to live his
life genuinely, whatever the cost.

Dapple-Dawn-Drawn Falcon

Hope in its ecstatic form may also emerge from our appreciation of the
unique beauty of the world around us. Here, Hopkins is our singular guide.
In his journals he coins the term inscape to refer to the charged essence,
the absolute singularity that gives each created thing its being; the unified
complex of characteristics that give each thing its uniqueness and that differ-
entiate it from other things. His complementary term #nstress refers both to
the energy that holds the inscape together and—importantly—the impulse
from the inscape which carries it whole into the mind of the beholder.?

There is one notable dead tree ... the inscape markedly holding its most sim-
ple and beautiful oneness up from the ground through a graceful swerve below
(I think) the spring of the branches up to the tops of the timber. I saw the
inscape freshly, as if my mind were still growing, though with a companion the
eye and the ear are for the most part shut and instress cannot come.?!

For Hopkins, inscape and instress describe the overflowing presence of the
divine within the temporal; the unique thingness of a thing equates to its
sanctity, its purpose in the world. He presents this most perfectly in his own
most favoured poem, “The Windhover'.

I caught this morning morning’s minion, king-
dom of daylight’s dauphin, dapple-dawn-drawn Falcon, in his riding
Of the rolling level underneath him steady air, and striding
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High there, how he rung upon the rein of a wimpling wing

In his ecstasy! then off, off forth on swing,
As a skate’s heel sweeps smooth on a bow-bend: the hurl and gliding
Rebuffed the big wind. My heart in hiding

Stirred for a bird, — the achieve of, the mastery of the thing!

Brute beauty and valour and act, oh, air, pride, plume, here
Buckle! AND the fire that breaks from thee then, a billion

Times told lovelier, more dangerous, O my chevalier!

No wonder of it: shéer pléd makes plough down sillion
Shine, and blue-bleak embers, ah my dear,
Fall, gall themselves, and gash gold-vermilion. (Gardner, p. 30)

We do not need to share Hopkins' religious convictions to gain profound
hope from this sonnet. The beauty and joy of the falcon, ecstatically riding
the wind, infuses with his energy not only Hopkins the poet but also our
selves the readers. He reminds us to celebrate those—perhaps fleeting—
moments in our own lives when we feel effortlessly magnificent and free.
He inspires us to believe in a glittering luminous core to our own being, a
core not suppressed by our daily strivings but rather brought by them to the
surface, honed and sparkling in the sun. And all this is in full awareness that
our existence is ephemeral and contingent, that danger and death await us;
which knowledge serves only to heighten the intensity of our life in the pres-
ent moment.
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The Sonnet ‘Cure’: Renaissance Poetics
to Romantic Prosaics

Grace Farrington and Philip Davis

It was during the Elizabethan age, we contend in this chapter, that the foun-
dation was laid for the future of English poetry both as a written craft and
as an inner mental discipline productive of ‘good health’ in Burton’s sense of
that term. Verse was created in order to contain passionate feeling as well as
struggling, conflicted thoughts, in ways that alleviated or consoled human
sorrow through aesthetic achievement.

The Frame

The point of creative origin in Elizabethan poetics is when the poet makes
order out of the forces and elements of human chaos within the form of the
little world or multidimensional map offered by his or her poem. A place or
site is founded:

For the body of our imagination being as an unformed chaos without fashion,
without day, if by the divine power of the spirit it be wrought into an orb
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of order and form, is it not more pleasing to Nature, that desires a certainty
and comports not with that which is infinite, to have these closes, rather than
not to know where to end, or how far to go, especially seeing our passions are
often without measure?!

Samuel Daniel does not want to be rid of imaginative or passionate power,
but to show how it might be incorporated into a structure, where it can be
put into channelled use. For without direction from some perspective above
themselves human passions are likely to expand and run on, sustained by
their own strength, until they become almost independent of the original
motive or substance of feeling, or simply run out of energy. Daniel’s model
of poetry is a mental safeguard, a rhymed holdfast, against such chaos or
entropy. On the one hand, the poet can get above and outside the lines as
the maker of the little world in which they are contained by rhyme and
form. On the other, the poet may simultaneously remain inside the poem at
the level of the lines themselves, making up as they do the separate elements,
compounds and conflicts experienced within their world.

Likewise, in Elizabethan structures, we are particularly conscious of read-
ing both along the lines as distinct units and down them in the turns of the
whole. So it is in Barnaby Googe’s poem ‘Out of Sight, Out of Mind’, for

example:

‘The oftener seen, the more I lust,
'The more I lust, the more I smart,
'The more I smart, the more I trust,
'The more I trust, the heavier heart,
The heavy heart breeds mine unrest;
Thy absence therefore like I best.?

The poem, unhappily driven by the horizontal pressure of lust as it moves
from line to line, generates in the end an ironic inversion of the longed-for
return. It is ‘absence’ itself turned from being presence, which has now to be
associated with ‘like’. The aspiration lies in the words of Robert Southwell:
“What thought can thinke an other thought can mende’.> For what is
offered is a model of something more finally complete than one might be
able to see visually in the form of the line, with its move from left to right
or from a to b. By the turns across the lines, in search of a resolution in
sanity, the poet (though he must know he protests too much) here tries to
prevent the poem going round and round in circles. As Ben Jonson writes of

Shakespeare:
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For though the poet’s matter, nature be,

His art doth give the fashion. And, that he,
Who casts to write a living line, must sweat,
(Such as thine are) and strike the second heat
Upon the muses’ anvil: turn the same,

(And himself with it) that he thinks to frame;
Or for the laurel, he may gain a scorn,

For a good poet’s made, as well as born.

And such wert thou.*

The poem is a second world beaten out by a blacksmith with the powers of
a lower Vulcan. In forming that second world, the poet offers some initial
spark but needs a second heat, something made and not just innate, to beat
out a form in which that first heat is reignited and made constructive. Then
as the poet turns across a line, it is not just the line he crosses but some-
thing in his own mind (‘And himself with i) that turns, changes, and may
be reconstituted with it. Poetic creation in this period becomes just such a
process of reappraisal and reassembly, down the vertical axis, involving turns
and turning-points, from one line or one state to another that makes for
vital transmutation and transformation.

This is a craft to be learned by the poet and reader. For the Elizabethan
reader and analyst, George Puttenham, poetry is a craft that involves
the same awareness of practical human constraints that one might see for
instance in the work of a carpenter or a builder or Jonson’s blacksmith:

Now ye may perceive ... that there is a band to be given every verse in a staff,
so as none fall out alone or uncoupled, and this band maketh that the staff is
said fast and not loose: even as ye see in buildings of stone or brick the mason
giveth a band, that is a length to two breadths, and upon necessity divers other
sorts of bands to hold in the work fast and maintain the perpendicularity of
the wall. So, in any staff of seven or eight or more verses, the coupling of the
more meters by rhyme or concord is the faster band; the fewer, the looser

band.>

The structure which the poet has to work with in his composition of the
poem is designed to ensure the poem holds together. In poetry the perpen-
dicular ‘band’ has to follow down rather than just across the page, creating
along with a set of internal links a kind of ‘fast’™-ness that will give that cer-
tain movement of which Daniel speaks. For both Puttenham and Daniel saw
poetry as being at least three-dimensional in its body and constructed form.
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Robert Frost was to talk of poetry as a momentary stay against confu-
sion’.° The origins of that stay or hold lie partly in the defence of rhyme that
Elizabethan poets such as Daniel mounted. It is thyme ‘whose known frame
hath those due stays for the mind, those encounters of touch, as makes
the motion certain, though the variety be infinite’ (English Critical Essays,
p. 66). Within the right frame there can be room for content which in its
chaotic variety might otherwise feel ‘without measure’. The mind requires
those ‘due stays’, the linear pauses and holdfasts, which steady the writer and
reader alike and provide a sense of something within the poem to rest upon.
The formal achievement of rhyme contains this realisation of the infinitely
unknown or indefinitely uncertain within manageable limits. So in Daniel’s
sonnet ‘Let others sing of knight and palatines’, he says of his own lines here,
written to and for the beloved:

These are the Arkes, the Trophies I erect,

Thart fortifie thy name against old age:

And these thy sacred vertues must protect,
Against the darke and Tymes consuming rage.”

‘Protect’ there does not merely tame or stave off the threat: at the next line it
includes ‘the dark’, letting it back in again with a line of its own, in counter-
point against the overall sentence.

By contrast, the language of prose goes forward without such holds,
potentially shapeless. As Ben Jonson says of sentence-structure: ‘Periods are
beautiful when they are not too long, for so they have their strength too, as
in a pike or javelin’.® Yet in Elizabethan verse, beauty is played out in the
contrapuntal harmony across lines and between parts and wholes. Witness
Jonson himself on the brevity of a young life which nonetheless had its own
completed shape and self-contained quality:

In small proportions, we just beauties see:
And in short measures, life may perfect be.?

The form seeks to create perfection against the dark of time.

The lyric’s solidity was to create that ‘moment’s monument’!® which
would enlarge, rather than reduce the meaning of an individual life.
Puttenham applied this idea to the situation at court, where despite all the
privilege of their position, princes
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have not one hour to bestow upon any other civil or delectable art of natural
or moral doctrine, nor scarce any leisure to think one good thought in perfect
and godly contemplation, whereby their troubled minds might be moderated
and brought to tranquillity. (7he Art of English Poesy, p. 111)

For the adult caught up in the business of the day, time institutes its own
law of automatic follow-on from one thing to the next, without any insti-
tution of form or priority or ‘closes’. Immediate considerations take over
from higher ones, as if by necessity. But Puttenham feels that to be able to
think ‘one good thought’ might in some way reset the balance, creating a
fresh basis from which to carry on. Though the prince has not one hour for
it, ‘a sonnet is a minute’ (‘14 breaths and 70 heartbeats’).!! It is the perfect
model, setting aside a single unit of time in which to develop and contain a
complete thought.

The Healing “Turn’

Puttenham introduces an analogy with the work of the physician in that
same common-sense mode that had led him to think of the comparison
with the mason. Again he is interested in proportion, and the pain caused by
imbalances:

Lamenting is altogether contrary to rejoicing: every man saith so, and yet
is it a piece of joy to be able to lament with ease and freely to pour forth a
man’s inward sorrows and the griefs wherewith his mind is surcharged. This
was a very necessary device of the poet and a fine: besides his poetry to play
also the physician, and not only by applying a medicine to the ordinary sick-
ness of mankind, but by making the very grief itself (in part) cure of the dis-
ease. (The Art of English Poesy, p. 135)

In early modern medical discourse the word ‘cure’ ‘denoted a range of mean-
ings, including ‘a method of treatment ... the relief of symptoms, and even
sheer survival of an acute illness, as well as the modern sense of full recov-
ery’.1? For Puttenham the word seems to mean more than recovery back to
a baseline. His description does imply a kind of acute experience of grief
which is turned into something other than itself even by speaking of itself
in song. Many situations in life are susceptible to ordinary cures, but poetry
concerns those which have no answer or solution:
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Therefore, of death and burials, of the adversities by wars, and of true love
lost or ill-bestowed, are the only sorrows that the noble poets sought by their
art to remove or appease, not with any medicament of a contrary temper, as
the Galenists use to cure contraria contrariis [opposites by opposites], but as
the Paracelsians, who cure similia similibus [like by like], making one dolor to
expel another, and in this case, one short sorrowing the remedy of a long and
grievous sorrow. (7he Art of English Poesy, pp. 136-37)

In the ancient world there would have been certain appointed times and
places for lamentation, in the same way that collective rejoicing was pro-
vided for and expected at communal feasts and festivals. Temples and statues
served as places that one could visit, where the kind of emotional expression
that Puttenham describes would literally have found a place for ritual. The
poem is here the less material version of such temples and monuments, the
repository for inward sorrows more private and less immediately communal,
and often humiliatingly belittling.

For his idea that poetry might be cathartic and therapeutic, Puttenham
takes as his model not Galen, the second-century physician and surgeon,
but Paracelsus, a Renaissance physician. Instead of aggressive intervention,
surgical counters to disease, what Paracelsus offers is homoeopathy: ‘similia
similibus’, a short intense form of the otherwise long linear suffering. So
Puttenham cites Sir Walter Raleigh:

With wisdom’s eyes had but blind fortune seen,
Then had my love, my love for ever been.

The secret lamentation ‘my love, my love’ internal to the second line in a
way that turns against the mere linear movement left to right is an instance
of epizeuxis or what Puttenham renames the cuckoo-spell (7he Art of English
Poesy, p. 285). It is like a little inner image of poetry, the repetition across
the mid-point of the line almost lifting itself out of the ongoing account
of what has been and is no longer. It is as if poetry finds a sudden place in
which those little words which for so long had remained unspoken in loss
are needed almost importunately by the voice of the poem.

‘One short sorrowing the remedy of a long and grievous sorrow’. The act
of ‘sorrow-ing’ offers to counter the silting up of sorrow as a noun, a pro-
cess of calling out the dull inwardly constricted ache which is thus ‘tunably
running’ in a form of music (7he Art of English Poesy, p. 227). The trans-
mutation is like that moment of relief when a person whom one knows
to be suffering—and yet who will not speak of the cause—begins to cry.
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The person may not be saying anything as yet, ‘but at least there is some
movement’, one thinks. Only in the poetry the cry is made beautiful by a
healing art: ‘my love, my love’. Philip Sidney imagines the poet in a vine-
yard, holding out ‘a cluster of grapes’ to anyone who might venture in. He
is confident that poetry’s sweetness might work upon any reader, ‘even those
hard-hearted evil men’ who ‘know no other good but indulgere genio [to fol-
low their own devices]’, and who ‘feel not the inward reason’ upon which a
philosopher’s admonitions might be based.!®> ‘My love, my love’ is like that
inward reason.

As Montaigne writes, ‘we ought to grant free passage to diseases’, rather
than be forever fighting them, Galen-style.'# In Chidiock Tichborne’s ‘Elegy’
the young protagonist thus faces his own fate unflinchingly as it presents
itself before him on the page. The poem, apparently written the night before
his execution, seems to allow him a space in which to consider the foreshort-
ening of his own life even at that point when nothing can be done to alter it:

My tale was heard, and yet it was not told;
My fruit is fall'n, and yet my leaves are green;
My youth is spent, and yet I am not old;

I saw the world, and yet I was not seen:

My thread is cut, and yet it is not spun;

And now I live, and now my life is done.!

Sorrow is contained here within the form: ‘and yet, and yet, and now’. For
whilst the poem is mapped out as if it were a riddle or a paradox, what it
spells out very plainly is the truth of this poet’s otherwise untold tale. “The
spring is past, and yet it hath not sprung’, ‘My youth is gone, and yet I am
but young’: these are terrible present tenses just about to become past, ‘I saw
the world, and yet I was not seen’. Only poetic time can hold onto indi-
vidual time. Spring not sprung, youth gone but young: the very interplay
of the words is the work of ‘simila similibus’. Though the personal is thus
contained within measure, it is still that fragile sense of the personal—its
temporariness on earth, its vulnerability to loss—that remains the inner
motive-force for the existence of poetry in the Renaissance. Antidotes
against time, against the loss of tiny personal notes overwhelmed in
anonymising obliviousness.

The purpose, says Sidney, is ‘to move men’, so as ultimately ‘to make
them know that goodness whereunto they are moved’ (An Apology for
Poetry, p. 87). Yet the taste of such goodness amidst bitter experience has to
be sweet and the touch delicate in order to entice in the reader from other
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hungers and thirsts than those which a poem might be able to satisfy. In
Shakespeare’s sonnet 29

When, in disgrace with fortune and men’s eyes,
I all alone beweep my outcast state

sweetness comes as a surprise to the ‘sullen earth’:

Yet in these thoughts myself almost despising,
Haply I think on thee, and then my state

(Like to the lark at break of day arising)

From sullen earth sings hymns at heaven’s gate.
For thy sweet love remembered such wealth brings
That then I scorn to change my state with kings.'®

Burrow notes how that sudden response out of the sullen contained in the
word ‘sings’ has already been anticipated in ‘despising’ and ‘arising’ (Burrow,
p. 438). The internal recall of those two earlier words signals the transfor-
mation of the despised self, that unhappy state previously spelt out as ‘all
alone’ which in a matter of two lines has been almost forgotten. So much
in Elizabethan verse thus depends on one thing contained in another—one
word in a longer or harsher one, goodness within sadness, grace found in the
midst of disgrace—so that a healing art might carry out its restorative work
from within the grief itself. ‘Usually these two stages have to be successive’,
George Santayana writes: ‘first we suffer, afterwards we sing’.!”

Sidney speaks more theologically of ‘that second nature’ which the work
of a poet serves to activate:

when with the force of a divine breath he bringeth things forth far surpass-
ing [Nature’s] doings, with no small argument to the incredulous of that first
accursed fall of Adam: since our erected wit maketh us know what perfection
is, and yet our infected will keepeth us from reaching unto it. (An Apology for
Poetry, p. 86)

‘These are the arks, the trophies I erect’ wrote Daniel. It is that erecting
that works against the infecting even by incorporating it. And in that it is
nothing less than a small vital attempt to restore something pre-lapsarian to
the post-lapsarian world, in the midst of the fallenness and not despite it.
‘Against the dark’.

For Sidney the poem’s ‘embrace of nature’!® is foundational to that
higher purpose of developing ‘another nature’ (An Apology for Poetry, p. 85)
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which would purify the idea of pleasure from its fallen association with
moral corruption. For the condition of a reflective human life is one of
being caught between these higher and lower levels. This fallen ‘soul” has to
inhabit a universe with which it is not wholly in sync, and in which its very
form feels like a debased memory of the original. What poetry seems to offer
within this general human predicament is the capacity to hold the various
levels together. And what is important is the transformation into song, har-
moniously crying out loud and soft, within the music of poetry. The frame
thus acts almost like a tuning fork, allowing the reader to hear where the
sound is made truly perfect, and where the notes cannot be other than bro-
ken and distorted.

Giving Voice

Such poetry cannot attain its full effect simply through being seen from
without. It also has to be performed, like an instrument that is sounded. As
Richard Wistreich has argued, in the early modern period all written texts
were understood as needing to be ‘brought to voice’ in order to complete
the process of making them efficacious.!” Poetry was regarded not only as an
outlet for the mind, a way of mapping out its contents on the page. A poem
was also a carrier of voice. Walter J. Ong has written thus on the sudden
effect in the world of voiced words and live sound, even from its most brutal
origins:

In an oral culture, which knows words only in their natural habitat, that is,
the world of sound, words necessarily carry with them a special sense of power.
For sound always indicates the present use of power. A primitive hunter can
see a buffalo, smell a buffalo, touch a buffalo, and taste a buffalo when the
buffalo is dead and motionless. If he hears a buffalo, he had better watch
out: something is going on. No other sensory field has this dynamism which
marks the field of sound. So long as words are known only directly and with-
out interference for what they ultimately are — sounds — and cannot possibly
be imagined to be what they really are not — marks on a surface — they are
sensed as physically powered events, happenings, of a piece with all present
actuality.?’

It is this presentness that Elizabethan verse transmutes when words are

taken out of their natural habitat in the world and offered instead as nota-

tion on the page. Paradoxically, as in Shakespeare’s sonnets, poetic notation
13 . . 5

represents ‘my dumb thoughts, speaking in effect’. The condensed power
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of the Elizabethan lyric stems from its origins in ‘unvoiced’?' thought,
as though the poem were produced out of the lack of any other means of
expressing the inner voice. When those marks on the page are released back
out again in performance, they trigger an echo in the auditor’s or reader’s
own dumb thoughts. Perhaps the strangest thing about a lyric poem in
the Elizabethan tradition is the way in which this echo from another per-
son (living in another place and time) can seem to feel as if it came from
inside its auditor, echoing his or her own thoughts, recalling the echo of his
or her own forgotten or lost or hidden inner being (past and present). The
Elizabethan lyric seems a generic individual, at once a single voice and yet
resonant on behalf of the collective race. What is more, a poem rezins this
echo over time, so that it can be re-sounded again, inside and out, when the
poem is read a second, and a third time; recollected in quietness, listened
out for carefully. Douglas Oliver, twentieth-century poet and expert per-
former of poetry, explored the way in which feelings, recreated out of their
natural habitat, get acted out in the process of poetry’s live transmission
where ‘fictitious’ emotions are ‘mimed’ in an intonation pattern ‘almost per-
fectly suitable for their expression’:

The link between emotion and intonation pattern, even when mimed, is
extremely direct, like that link between sight and cognitive awareness in per-
ception, for it is sensuous once we begin the performance of a poem. What
we do when we read a poem well is modulate our speed and emphasis of read-
ing, so as to bring the conceptualised emotion into temporal consonance with
the semantic field and to let emotion’s necessary sensuous conjunction with
sound create a unity between all three factors. It’s almost as if the emotional
and temporally accorded semantic concepts drag the sound directly and sen-
suously along with them: when we recite well we have almost to wait for the
right instant to speak each syllable, delaying very minutely durations of vowels
to make the tempo perfect.??

To read a good poem well is not simply to ride the wave of an already
known emotion. It is to sense the minute shifts, delays and crescendos that
the composer barely writes into the score, but which the musician senses
to be of a piece with the music as it has been written. In practice it is as
in the opening of the final farewell poem of Michael Drayton’s life, which
begins:

Soe well I love thee, as without thee I
Love nothing.?
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The real gap seems to open up in between that repetition of ‘thee’, and the
‘T that follows afterwards, even in advance of the line break. It is a kind of
hidden partition—the telegraphese of ‘without thee” again musically disrupt-
ing with delicacy the otherwise straightforward left to right movement—
that is only made present in the careful reading out-loud, even be it
sub-vocally within one’s own head.

What is at stake here is the almost physical way in which a hidden
inner emotional mentality is quietly released in response to the outer sonic
motion: similia similibus. The word rebounds upon its writer or hearer as
if disclosing inside-out the hidden and veiled inner meaning which they
could not otherwise find. It is this double speech, the outer sound and the
resounding inner message, that is the resonance of such poetry. It is that
which, in a later time, William Wordsworth heard from the solitary reaper:

The music in my heart I bore,
Long after it was heard no more?*

or from an ordinary anonymous woman casually saying to him, “What you
are stepping westward?’

The echo of the voice enwrought

A human sweetness with the thought
Of travelling through the world that lay
Before me in my endless way.?>

This is, in its last two lines also echoing Milton, a version of poetry’s paradise
regained through erected wit. ‘My own voice cheared me, and, far more, the
mind’s/Internal echo of the imperfect sound’.?

Indeed, Wordsworth, we suggest, at the close of this chapter, was the
Romantic transmitter and re-beginner of the Elizabethan lyric tradition that
(as he puts it in 7he Prelude) ‘through the turnings intricate of verse’ effected
‘a sorrow that is not sorrow to hear of” (1805, vol. 627; XII, pp. 245-47).
It is possible even to pinpoint an explicit place of influence. It occurs, in the
midst of social turmoil, in Book 4 of The Excursion (1814) where (unusu-
ally) Wordsworth quotes a poet at length, the poet being Samuel Daniel, in
order to recentre himself:

“Knowing the heart of Man is set to be
The centre of this World, about the which

Those revolutions of disturbances
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Still roll; where all the aspécts of misery
Predominate; whose strong effects are such
As he must bear, being powerless to redress;
And that unless above himself he can
Erect himself, how poor a thing is Man!”*

It was Wordsworth’s ambition, without ever forsaking what is down to earth,
prosaic and common, to find the extraordinary in the ordinary, the poetry
within the prose, the ability of the creative mind not wholly to become what
circumstances were conspiring to make it. The great cause set out in the
Lyrical Ballads and its famous Preface—the poet as man speaking to men,
the need to wipe poetry clean again of its accumulated verbal artifice, the
belief in humble life as subject matter—is a descendant of the Renaissance
effort to establish the very basis of what was poetry.

This is what Coleridge, who had introduced Wordsworth to Daniel, rec-
ognised when in Biographia Literaria (1817) he described Daniel’s work,
alongside Wordsworth’s, as occupying ‘the neutral ground of prose and verse,
common to both’.

Mr Wordsworth strikingly resembles Samuel Daniel, one of the golden writers
of our golden Elizabethan age, now most causelessly neglected: Samuel Daniel,
whose diction bears no mark of time, no distinction of age, which has been
and, as long as our language shall last, will be so far the language of the to-day
and forever, as that it is more intelligible to us than the transitory fashions of
our own particular age. A similar praise is due to his sentiments. No frequency
of perusal can deprive them of their freshness. For though they are brought
into the full daylight of every reader’s comprehension, yet are they drawn up
from depths which few in any age are privileged to visit, into which few in any
age have courage or inclination to descend.?®

The same purity, principle and commitment impelled Wordsworth to make
a new beginning again. That is why he would look at over-elaborate poems
and try to paraphrase them, try to see whether beneath their fattened flesh
there remained the skeleton of real feeling. Too often he found the basis of a
genuine original lost beyond recognition: ‘there is no under current, no skel-
eton or stamina, of thought and feeling’.?

O reader! had you in your mind

Such stores as silent thought can bring,
O gentle reader! you would find

A tale in every thing.?0
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That remained Wordsworth’s centre: honour to the fundamentally human
and honour to the ostensibly prosaic were alike the task of poetry in its
fresh revolution. As lain McGilchrist dares to put it, in referring to what
he takes to be the great turning-points or re-beginnings in his model of the
modern Western mind: ‘It is notable that it is at times when, according to
my view, there has been a period of “release” in the right hemisphere — the
Renaissance and Romanticism — that there has been an interest in the long
view, and the high view, of life’. It is an extended view that becomes neces-
sary, he argues, ‘if one is aware of the uniqueness of individual people and
things’, for then one is also ‘inevitably forced to confront separation and
loss’.?! Against such loss, poetry locates ‘something ever more about to be’
(The Prelude, 1805, VI, 542)—'something’, even thus unnameable, from
within the ordinary world that can transcend it.
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The Victorian Novel: Laying the Foundations
for ‘Bibliotherapy’

Grace Farrington, Philip Davis and Josie Billington

The Victorian Novel as the Original
‘Reader Outreach Project’

The Victorian age had a more anxious interest than did the Renaissance
period in the place that literature might occupy within the wider world as
a regenerative force for good. It is a concern that manifests itself in the rise
of the realist novel during the formation of what was to become a mod-
ern mass-industrial democratic society. The twinned ideals of the nine-
teenth-century novel were continuing the Renaissance and Romantic
dedication to a high form of serious literature yet modified by the need to
be able to increase its reach within the everyday world. The realist novel,
the great innovation of the Victorian era, had to rebegin in its own form the
argument of Wordsworth’s Preface to Lyrical Ballads in the commitment of
literature to ordinary experience or to the extraordinariness—and often deep
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and troubled seriousness—lodged within it. This chapter offers an account,
albeit a broadly suggestive one, of the challenging social circumstances for
the maintenance of a place for reading serious literature which are inherited
even at the present time from the Victorian crisis.

Reading, Literature and ‘Culture’ in the Victorian Period

Whilst the climax of the Renaissance movement in England during the
Elizabethan period had been prepared for by a revival of classical or ancient
philosophy and culture, entirely new pressures affected the Victorian abil-
ity to revive and maintain origins and traditions. The theory of advance and
progress, fuelled by the Industrial Revolution, seemed to require a change in
direction, a looking forward rather than back. In the face of such movement,
there was a major task to be undertaken in determining those ideals which
might be preserved as constant supports in a hastening future. What was
required, said John Ruskin—who more than any thinker kept the spirit of
Romanticism alive in the Victorian period!—was ‘to go to [books] for help’,
‘to consult with the wisest and the greatest men on all points of earnest diffi-
culty’, and to be ‘led by them into wider sight’.2

For Ruskin, art itself begins with vision. The person who has the vision
might not always understand its content; it is enough that the artist seeks
to convey it. As Mary Jacobus writes of John Clare, he ‘not only observed
nature minutely’, but ‘saw more than he knew, and perhaps knew more
than he could see’.> The vision takes on the quality of a felt truth, a kind
of embodied revelation: ‘to see clearly’, said Ruskin, ‘is poetry, prophecy,
and religion,—all in one’ (Modern Painters iii, in Works, V, p. 333). In that
endeavour, where a moment of insight may now have to stand in place of
a whole lost framework of understanding, the impatient imagination of
Ruskin will even risk the ‘sacrifice’ of the perfection of form in order that
there may be a present realisation of expansive content.*

For risks are now necessary when vision is giving way to blunter sight,
when the quickening sense of the imagination is in danger of being over-
whelmed by the governing trend of materialism:

The imagination would on the whole rather have it nor there; - the real-
ity and substance are rather in the imagination’s way; it would think a good
deal more of the thing if it could not see it. Hence, that strange and some-
times fatal charm, which there is in all things as long as we wait for them,
and the moment we have lost them; but which fades while we possess them;
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- that sweet bloom of all that is far away, which perishes under our touch.
Yet the feeling of this is not a weakness; it is one of the most glorious gifts
of the human mind, making the whole infinite future, and imperishable past,
a richer inheritance, if faithfully inherited, than the changeful, frail, flecting
present: it is also one of the many witnesses in us to the truth that these pres-
ent and tangible things are not meant to satisty us. (Modern Painters iii, in
Works, V, pp. 181-82)

It is not enough for sight to be limited to ‘substance—to what one might
touch—nor for a person or an age suflicient to itself. What is needed is a
larger range, a wider expanse, ‘a richer inheritance’ than can be gleaned from
the present. There is risk here of mere nostalgic loving of loss, a retreat into
what is past and absent. But for Ruskin our needs are more finely tuned
than we often realise: we are not satisfied by the tangibly useful, but carry
other desires for the ‘sweet bloom’ of what cannot be possessed for any
length of time.

Art might be a way of bringing back into the world what is not wholly of
it. But taking place within the world, art has to be a form of work, contrib-
uting to that world, and being affected by its conditions. Not even the artist
can work in a rarefied atmosphere, closed off from the world, for the artist
shares the same character as any other kind of worker: ‘whatever bit of a wise
man’s work is honestly and benevolently done, that bit is his book or his
piece of art’ (‘Sesame and Lilies’, Works, XVIIL, p. 61). And if art is a form of
work, this in turn raises the value of work, making labour itself akin to art.

But in Ruskin’s modern civilised world the worker was becoming no
longer a craftsman, but an invisible ‘cog’ in an inhuman machine, in peril of
forgetting what he himself was made for.

You must either make a tool of the creature, or a man of him. You cannot
make both. Men were not intended to work with the accuracy of tools, to be
precise and perfect in all their actions. If you will have that precision out of
them, and make their fingers measure degrees like cog-wheels, and their arms
strike curves like compasses, you must unhumanize them. All the energy of
their spirits must be given to make cogs and compasses of themselves ... and
so soul and sight be worn away, and the whole human being be lost at last —
a heap of sawdust, so far as its intellectual work in this world is concerned.
(The Stones of Venice ii, Works, X, p. 192)

If workers are made to channel ‘soul’ into the machine-like structure of a
system, the soul can only eventually die out, leaving behind the husk-like
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form of a dispirited and depressed creature. The accumulated human poten-
tial, that inheritance from generation to generation of a characteristically
human spirit, is worn down in the one individual, to the part or segment
that he represents within a whole that he cannot see and has no belief in.
Or else the better-off young person is trained and made fit for a humanly
devised ‘station in lif (‘Sesame and Lilies’, Works, XVIII, p. 54) as if there
were nothing more to living than the effort of finding a class-position to fill.
In contrast, said Ruskin, walk into any great building from the Gothic age.
In the visible marks of the original mason one can see a person coming alive
in his work, making the work itself a route towards something greater, rather
than a diminishing act of slavery.

Ruskin showed how reading might achieve a similar effect, so long as the
reader worked at discovering the author’s ‘hidden’ meaning:

When you come to a good book, you must ask yourself, ‘Am I inclined to
work as an Australian miner would? Are my pickaxes and shovels in good
order, and am I in good trim myself, my sleeves well up to the elbow, and
my breath good, and my temper?” The metal you are in search of being the
author’s mind or meaning, his words are as the rock which you have to crush
and smelt in order to get at it. And your pickaxes are your own care ... Often
you will need sharpest, finest chiseling ... before you can gather one grain of
the metal. (‘Sesame and Lilies’, Works, XVII