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Abstract 

This project considers the literary debts of Evelyn Waugh and Graham Greene to a 

handful of Victorian artists, mostly protestant, with special emphasis on Charles Dickens. 

Chapter 1 introduces the novelists and addresses objections to my thesis. Chapter 2 is a 

literature review on the English Catholic literary renaissance at the turn of the twentieth 

century. Chapters 3 and 4 develop a theory and definition of the Catholic novel, focusing 

on the problem of literary and philosophical realism, Flannery O’Connor’s conception of 

“anagogical vision,” and Jacques Maritain’s writings on art and the novel as a literary 

form. Chapters 5 and 6 in turn analyze several books, both fiction and non-fiction, by 

Waugh and Greene. 
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“It would be absurd to pretend that we have progressed beyond the splendours of the 

period 1820-50…. We can effortlessly rattle off twenty or thirty names of that period—

among them the very greatest in our history.” 

Evelyn Waugh in a BBC radio talk, EAR 398ff (May 1951) 

 

 

“The nineteenth century wasn’t as far wrong as we like to believe.” 

Doctor Colin in Graham Greene’s A Burnt-Out Case 153-4 (1960) 
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Introductory 

I’m a modern, you see. “We’re not living in the Victorian age,” I told him. 

Anonymous character in Waugh, Vile Bodies 195 

 

Waugh’s loyalty is to a form of society no longer viable. 

Orwell, “For Article on E. Waugh” 48 

 

After his conversion to the Roman Catholic Church, and especially in the last two 

decades of his life,
1
 Evelyn Waugh flamboyantly opposed “the century of the Common 

Man.” Sometimes he uses this term in reference to modern England and America and 

sometimes to the modern, democratic West considered as a whole. But this animus is 

present early in his life. His first published account of his conversion (“Converted to 

Rome: Why it has happened to me”) implies that he became a Catholic rather than 

another kind of Christian precisely in order to oppose certain developments and 

tendencies in modern society. “It seems to me that in the present phase of European 

history the essential issue is no longer between Catholicism, on one side, and 

Protestantism, on the other, but between Christianity and Chaos” (EAR 103). He chose 

the Roman Catholic Church because in her “Christianity exists in its most complete and 

vital form” (104). Waugh does not think the old battle between Catholics and Protestants 

is settled once and for all, with a victor and a loser, but it is less important in the 

twentieth century, given new ideological and cultural conflicts. “Christianity is essential 

to civilization and…is in greater need of combative strength than it has been for 

centuries” (104). Roman Catholicism, in Waugh’s judgment, perfects what is present but 

imperfect in other Christian communities. Despite the clarity of Waugh’s ecclesial 

allegiance, he is surprisingly ecumenical. 

                                                           
1
 Cf. Donat Gallagher’s notes at EAR 292ff. and 485ff. 
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Waugh’s Christianity is thus political in the broad sense. We can also call it 

narrowly political (conservative), though probably he would not thank us for doing so. 

Waugh once publicly declared that he refused to vote because he thought it unwise and 

inappropriate to advise his queen “in her choice of servants”—servants, not ministers 

(EAR 537). He continued with delicious hauteur: “Great Britain is not a democracy. All 

authority emanates from the Crown.” These lines were published in the Spectator (2 Oct 

1959). The same antipathy to his own culture animates much of his fiction. At the 

conclusion of the satirical novella Scott-King’s Modern Europe (1947), the hero, a public 

school teacher of classical languages, rejects the headmaster’s suggestion that he adopt a 

new discipline: “History, for example, preferably economic history.” 

If you approve, headmaster, I will stay as I am here as long as any boy 

wants to read the classics. I think it would be very wicked indeed to do 

anything to fit a boy for the modern world. 

 

The headmaster thinks this a “short-sighted view” but the classicist responds, 

There, headmaster, with all respect, I differ from you profoundly. I think it 

the most long-sighted view it is possible to take. (Stories EW 429) 

 

The veneration of ancient literature is one way for Waugh to register his 

preference for an older age. Support for the classics has a profound English Catholic 

pedigree. Alexander Pope urges those who “seek to give and merit Fame / And justly 

bear a Critick’s noble name” to look to Nature first and Homer second (An Essay on 

Criticism ll. 46-7). The same judgment can be found in the writings of John Henry 

Newman. Newman admits that the English language has its own “classics”; among poets 

and novelists he names Shakespeare, Milton, Bunyan, Dryden, Defoe, Swift, Pope, 

Fielding, Goldsmith, Scott, and Byron (The Idea of a University 195, 210-11, 227, 241-

2). An author is “classical” if he shapes and determines the language in which he works, 
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if he is one of its “creators” (233). Milton, Pope, James Thomson, Gray, and Goldsmith 

are classics; Southey is not (241-2). But for all their beauty and power, these English 

classics are not, in Newman’s judgment, to be compared with the ancients. Not even the 

giants of English literature and poetry find a place in the curriculum of his university 

(Idea 195). 

By now we should have a clear image of Waugh as a puckish reactionary—a 

characterization he would not dispute. For Waugh, “reactionary” was not a term of 

opprobrium but an ideal, an especially important ideal for artists who hope to produce 

good work: “An artist must be reactionary. He has to stand out against the tenor of the 

age and not go flopping along; he must offer some little opposition” (Jebb, “Evelyn”). 

We might be able to predict Waugh’s colorful reaction to Vatican II: “The buggering up 

of the Church is a deep sorrow to me and to all I know. We write letters to the paper. A 

fat lot of good that does” (Letters 633, to Nancy Mitford).
2
 In 1964, after revising his 

masterpiece Sword of Honor, he called it an accidental “obituary” of “the Roman 

Catholic Church in England as it had existed for many centuries” (Preface to Sword). All 

of this suggests that Waugh was willing to seek allies and models outside of his own 

Christian community, if by doing so he could better “offer some little opposition” to the 

social and cultural evils of his own time and place. 

Graham Greene’s attitude toward his own time is also shaped by his faith, though 

it is more complicated. This is true of almost every question that can be asked about 

Greene. He is hard to pin down. Unlike Waugh, Greene took no single, public stance 

toward contemporary life. His many years (1904-1991) afforded him numerous 

opportunities to change, and he frequently took them. For instance, his primary reason for 

                                                           
2
 See also A Bitter Trial (ed. Reed). 



13 

 

converting to the Catholic faith in February 1926 seems to have been to marry a lovely, 

devout Catholic girl (also a convert). He believed that God existed (A Sort of Life 168), 

but not until a trip to communist Mexico a dozen years later did he start to take his 

religion seriously (Sherry 1:275). On the other hand Greene had taken supernatural evil 

seriously from an early age: “I began to believe in heaven because I believed in hell” 

(Lawless 14).
3
 But in the dozen years after the trip to Mexico, Greene’s faith penetrated 

his art afresh and he produced four remarkable “Catholic novels.” Each of these books 

offers a searching critique of some mainstream or powerful force in twentieth-century 

society. The object of criticism is never abstract, but captured in a person, an attitude, a 

series of personal acts. In Brighton Rock the real villain is not the heartless gangster 

Pinkie Brown, but the fun-loving, decent Ida Arnold. In The Power and the Glory the 

hero is a priest who reluctantly but doggedly obeys his vocation despite persecution by a 

fanatical communist official. In The Heart of the Matter and The End of the Affair the 

protagonists serve as both hero and villain, but in each the drama is accelerated, perhaps 

precipitated, by the Second World War. 

In the long run Catholicism, or at least the supernatural Catholicism that animates 

Greene’s Catholic novels, seems to have lost its appeal. After leaving his wife and 

children in the late 1940s, and then especially in the wake of the Second Vatican Council 

(1962-65), Greene gradually abandoned the faith.
4
 Even so this was not simple apostasy. 

In June of 1969 Greene received the Shakespeare Prize from the University of Hamburg. 

                                                           
3
 Cf. Brighton Rock 55, where Pinkie Brown says, “Of course there’s Hell.” Rose replies with some 

urgency, “And heaven too.” Pinkie replies, “Oh, maybe…maybe.” 
4
 Cf. Sherry 1:305 and A Sort 169: “many of us abandon Confession and Communion to join the Foreign 

Legion of the Church and fight for a city of which we are no longer full citizens.” 
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His acceptance speech, titled “The Virtue of Disloyalty,” is particularly memorable given 

this context, for he praises the Jesuit martyr Robert Southwell at Shakespeare’s expense: 

Surely if there is one supreme poet of conservatism, of what we now call 

the Establishment, it is Shakespeare. … “This blessed plot, this earth, this 

realm, this England.” These complacent lines were published in 1597. 

Two years before, Shakespeare’s fellow poet Southwell had died on the 

scaffold after three years of torture. If only Shakespeare had shared his 

disloyalty, we could have loved him better as a man. (“Virtue” 524, 526) 

 

Greene’s commitment to disloyalty means that after leaving the Church he can still take 

its side. Waugh too once compared Shakespeare to Southwell (EAR 515), but unlike 

Waugh, Greene is neither a simple friend nor a simple foe of the modern, secular West. 

Depending on circumstances he might be either. 

This dissertation reaches behind the “century of the Common Man,” but not all 

the way back to Catholic Christendom. Instead I look to the Victorian period, when God 

gradually disappeared from British fiction.
5
 This disappearance was of course a reflection 

of larger cultural and social changes. According to the Thomist philosopher Jacques 

Maritain, the nineteenth century bequeathed to its inheritors an “immense intellectual 

disorder” in philosophy and theology (A&S 4).
6
 My central argument is that despite these 

disruptions, which occurred in Britain and throughout the West, the Roman Catholic 

novelists Graham Greene and Evelyn Waugh owed significant vocational debts to several 

Victorian novelists and poets. These artistic or literary debts are “ecumenical” in that they 

are boundary-crossing, “catholic” in the lowercase sense. Except for Newman, whom 

Greene frequently read, their Victorian masters are not themselves Roman Catholics. 

                                                           
5
 See J. Hillis Miller’s The Disappearance of God: Five Nineteenth-Century Writers (1963) and The Form 

of Victorian Fiction (1968). 
6
 Maritain does not suggest the problems began in the nineteenth century. In The Degrees of Knowing 

(1932), he regularly blames “the last three centuries,” i.e., post-Cartesian thought. See DK 64, 71. At A&S 

39-40, he identifies Duns Scotus and William of Ockham as the primary sources of this error. 
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In Chapter 1, I respond to a few obvious objections to my thesis by granting that a 

vast divide separates the art of the Victorians from the art of the modernists, using the 

three categories of theme and form, post-Victorian influences, and film. The chapter 

concludes with a reading of what has been called Waugh’s most “cinematic” novel, Vile 

Bodies. This excursus is the first of a number of brief readings, interspersed throughout 

the dissertation, of novels and stories that do not fit neatly into my larger argument. In 

Chapter 2, I consider the more specific objection that Greene and Waugh have already 

been placed in a distinctly non-Victorian literary tradition, the “English Catholic literary 

renaissance.” Scholars of the English wing of this international cultural phenomenon 

have overlooked the role played by mainstream and non-Catholic Victorian novelists in 

the formation of Greene and Waugh’s art. It is an understandable omission because these 

scholars disagree about the sources of the revival, and even if they agreed, Victorian 

culture and society was predominantly anti-Catholic and thus seems an unlikely source of 

“masters” for Catholic authors. Despite social reforms in the early nineteenth century, 

anti-Catholicism actually increased over the course of the century, especially after the 

“papal aggression” of 1850, when Pope Pius IX reinstituted the Roman hierarchy in 

England. In Victorian England, Walter Houghton notes, “to enter the Roman Church was 

literally to exile oneself from English life” (84). Even in the 1920s, when Graham Greene 

sought a position at the London Times, someone wrote “ROMAN CATHOLIC” at the top 

of his application form (Sherry 1:283).
7
 Nevertheless this widespread cultural prejudice 

did not translate into personal anti-Victorianism in Greene and Waugh, and since they are 

the crown jewels of the English Catholic literary renaissance, in some respects the entire 

story told by these scholars must be called into question. 

                                                           
7
 By the time Sherry examined the document the words had been scratched out. 
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In Chapters 3 and 4, I pose several definitional questions. What is a novel? What 

if anything does God have to do with the novel? What is a Catholic novel? I survey 

various answers to these questions from several critics and novelists and conclude by 

establishing a neo-Thomist framework for conducting literary analysis of the novel, with 

Jacques Maritain as my sponsor. 

With Chapter 5 I turn to Waugh. Drawing on his non-fiction, I first summarize his 

conception of the craft of the novel, then offer readings of four of his books published 

over a period of twenty-five years. Except for a corrective reading of A Handful of Dust, I 

do not read Waugh’s most famous novels because I do not find in them the dense 

Victorian influence that is evident elsewhere. The dominant feature of my analysis is the 

tracing out of material connections to Victorian culture and literature: allusions, 

references, quotations, sometimes pleasant and sometimes not. But some questions, as 

Gervase Crouchback reminds his son in Sword of Honor, are not subject to “quantitative 

judgments,” and the more significant aspect of my analysis is qualitative, the uncovering 

of Waugh’s formal reliance upon Victorian fiction, the fact that he followed certain 

Victorian “rules of the craft.” I begin with Waugh’s first published book, a biography and 

critical analysis of Dante Rossetti (1928) to reveal the young author’s basic estimation of 

the Victorian period in comparison with his own time. I use Waugh’s third travel book 

Ninety-Two Days (1934) to qualify the standard anti-Victorian reading of A Handful of 

Dust (1934). I examine allusions to Dickens’s Bleak House in Waugh’s “phony war” 

novel, Put Out More Flags (1942). The chapter concludes with a reading of one of the 

post-Brideshead works: Love Among the Ruins (1953), which more than any other of 
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Waugh’s books has clear structural dependencies on Victorian literature, in this case a 

poem by Robert Browning. 

Chapter 6, on Graham Greene, follows a different pattern. From the outset I admit 

that Greene’s technical reliance on the Victorians is less substantial than Waugh’s, 

though he had a deep appreciation for Anthony Trollope, Robert Browning, and John 

Henry Newman. He also came to admire Dickens. I focus on four books published in a 

twelve-year period between 1936 and 1948. There are two reasons for this limitation. 

First, these books reveal the heaviest Victorian influence in Greene’s career. Second, 

these years, with the large exception of The End of the Affair (1951) constitute Greene’s 

“Catholic period.” I begin with Greene’s first two travel books: Journey Without Maps 

(1936), which recounts a trek through Sierra Leone, Liberia, and French Guinea, and The 

Lawless Roads (1939), which describes a journey across several Mexican states. The 

latter reveals Greene’s affection for Trollope. Then I show the theme of The Ministry of 

Fear (1943) to be the pernicious imaginative and moral effects of the fiction of Charles 

Dickens. Finally my reading of The Heart of the Matter (1948) reveals a different 

estimation of Dickens, implied by a curiously positive set of verbal correspondences with 

Great Expectations (1860-1). 

My pairing of Waugh and Greene should not imply that their fiction has much in 

common. The novel and the Catholic novel can take many forms. Nevertheless they share 

a bundle of contradictory but on the whole positive relations to and judgments of 

Victorian literature. 

Flannery O’Connor said that a good education is not necessary to understand 

good fiction. The key is moral, the disposition of the reader’s will. Because a story is 
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fundamentally “an experience, not an abstraction” (Mystery and Manners 73), the reader 

must have “the kind of mind that is willing to have its sense of mystery deepened by 

contact with reality, and its sense of reality deepened by contact with mystery” (MM 79). 

At their best the novels of Evelyn Waugh and Graham Greene offer such experiences. 

They occasionally capture (Greene would say hint at) the mystery hidden in material 

reality. The experience of reading their novels is only enriched by the discovery of their 

literary dependence on non-Catholic novelists of the preceding century, whom they read 

and enjoyed both before and after conversion.  
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Chapter 1: Initial difficulties 

The chief fault of this study lies in the unargued and uncritical assumption that Waugh is 

attacking the Victorians with the same energy and disgust he directs against the 

moderns…. Greenblatt has oversimplified, even misunderstood, the Victorian echoes, 

allusion, and parodies that appear throughout Waugh’s work. He fails to recognize that 

Waugh, along with his friends the Sitwells and John Betjeman, has been one of the chief 

defenders of things Victorian. But more important, Waugh uses the Victorians not so 

much as an object of satire as a means of measuring the depths to which the moderns 

have fallen. (This is not to say that Victorians do not get nicked in the measuring process: 

Waugh’s satiric shears usually cut two ways.) 

D. Paul Farr, rev. of Greenblatt (180) 

 

What if, as D. Paul Farr claims, Victorian culture and especially the Victorian 

novel played more than a fundamentally negative role in the careers of the Roman 

Catholic novelists Evelyn Waugh and Graham Greene? At the end of his sharply critical 

review of Edgar Johnson’s long biography of Charles Dickens (1952), Waugh remarks 

that while “we all have our moods when Dickens sickens us,” at other times, “in a lighter, 

looser and perhaps higher mood,” we are “victim[s] to his ‘magnetism’” (EAR 447). 

Despite Dickens’s inconsistencies—or perhaps precisely because one does not expect the 

brilliance after the dreck—the mere “mention of his name” makes the fingers “itch for the 

pen.” Waugh does not define the use to which these fingers will put the pen. Some will 

create stories of their own and others will write literary biography or criticism (cf. EAR 

463, 464, 504). The point is that for Waugh, reading Dickens stimulates writing. 

Waugh is probably thinking of his own complex experience of Dickens. It was not 

a promising beginning. During Evelyn’s youth, his father Arthur Waugh (1866-1943) did 

impressions of Dickens characters for houseguests, much to the boy’s chagrin. In 

Arthur’s defense, this was more than mere enthusiasm. He always had Dickens on the 

brain, for he worked for Chapman & Hall, the firm that first published many of Dickens’s 

novels. By the time Evelyn had children of his own, he had overcome his embarrassment. 
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His daughter Margaret once recalled that he regularly read Dickens aloud to his family. 

Dickens was apparently a “household word” in two successive generations of Waughs.
8
 

A Victorian-enthused Graham Greene probably seems fantastic, and he was more 

thoroughly ‘modern’ than Waugh. An author of spy stories and gangster thrillers, an 

explorer of the lurid in both fiction and life, a filmmaker, a globetrotter, a critic of empire 

(especially America), and a British communist of uncertain commitment, Greene’s books 

traffic in murder, blasphemy, and painful sexual experience. Yet Greene’s links to the 

Victorians remain significant. Like Waugh the young Graham clashed over literature with 

his father, the son championing Walter de la Mare and the father holding fast to Robert 

Browning (A Sort of Life 107). But the son did not hold out for long. His father gave him 

a book of Browning’s poetry as a Confirmation gift, and at the age of 67 Greene wrote 

that “some lines of Browning have stayed in my memory for fifty years and have 

influenced my life more than any of the Beatitudes” (A Sort 117). 

It might seem hard to imagine two canonical English novelists more at odds than 

Anthony Trollope and Graham Greene. Yet Norman Sherry, Greene’s official biographer, 

tells us that Trollope was his subject’s favorite author (2:134), and that he even adopted 

Trollope’s habit of writing a certain number of words per day, “not 501 or 499” (1:309; 

cf. A Sort 155).
9
 Another witness records that “Trollope is one of the English novelists 

Greene most admired. …possibly a better novelist than Dickens” (Duran 46). When 

Greene moved to Sierra Leone to work for MI-6 during World War II, he brought his 

                                                           
8
 In the postscript to Christopher Sykes’s official biography of Evelyn Waugh, Margaret writes that he 

“read aloud to us a great deal, mostly Dickens.” I learned of the young Waugh’s embarrassment at his 

father’s Dickensian antics from a public lecture by Alexander Waugh, “Evelyn Waugh and the Question of 

Inheritance.” According to Martin Stannard, Evelyn was actually “spellbound” by his father’s 

performances, which included Shakespeare and other classic Victorian authors (“Thackeray, Trollope, 

Browning and Tennyson”) (Stannard 1:40). 
9
 Greene did not begin with this strict limit. See Sherry 1:243 and A Sort 194. The mature Waugh 

considered 2000 words “a good day’s work” (Jebb, “Evelyn”). 
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collection of Trollope novels. He allowed himself one Trollope each month, for he 

wanted them to last as long as possible into his assignment (Sherry 2:134). 

The key to Greene’s admiration of Trollope is found in his second travel book, 

The Lawless Roads, which will be discussed in Chapter 6. His enduring affection for 

Victorian literature is both philosophical and aesthetic. Greene found in the works of 

Trollope, Browning, and Dickens a spiritual world akin to his own. A decade before the 

publication of J. Hillis Miller’s The Disappearance of God, Greene described Oliver 

Twist as “a world without God” (“The Young Dickens” 85). It is a “Manichaean world” 

created and in part ruled by an everlasting principle of darkness, a world in which evil is 

material and substantial rather than, as Augustine and the Catholic Catechism teach 

(following Plotinus), a mere corruption or privation of the good. In this world evil alone 

is credible. As we read Oliver Twist “we can believe in evil-doing, but goodness wilts.” 

The pessimism of Trollope and Browning is debatable, but who would dispute this 

judgment of Oliver Twist? Compared to Fagin, Sikes, and the Artful Dodger, Rose 

Maylie and the Brownlows are lifeless. As with Augustine, Manicheism was a temptation 

to Greene because of this palpable sense of evil. A second attraction to the Victorians was 

aesthetic. Elsewhere in the essay on Dickens, Greene marvels at the wordcraft of Great 

Expectations, with its “delicate and exact poetic cadences,” its “music of memory,” its 

achievement of a “tone” of “secret prose” which imparted “that sense of a mind speaking 

to itself with no one there to listen” (“Young” 81). 

The aim of this dissertation is to explore Greene and Waugh’s surprising delight 

in Victorian literature. We will find that Waugh has more Victorian masters than Greene, 

but both are bound to the preceding century. 
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Anticipating a crowd of objections, I will begin with several admissions, though 

sometimes (especially with Waugh) I will argue that the standard objections must be 

qualified. The complexity and catholicity of my authors’ imaginative and aesthetic debts 

is remarkable, ranging from Augustine to Dickens to Lear to Hemingway to silent cinema 

and film noir. None of the difficulties discussed in this chapter strictly invalidates my 

thesis, and acknowledging them sets the stage for the more specific objection addressed 

in the next chapter, that Waugh and Greene have already been placed in the decidedly 

non-Victorian “English Catholic literary renaissance.” 

Theme and form 

Enormous thematic and formal gaps separate the novels of the Victorians and the 

modernists. Some of Greene and Waugh’s novels thematize the deficiencies of Victorian 

fiction, epitomized in the most popular Victorian novelist, Charles Dickens. 

At the end of A Handful of Dust, Waugh leaves his hero Tony Last deep in the 

Amazon jungle, condemned to finish his days reading Dickens’s novels aloud, over and 

over again, for the pleasure of his mad captor Mr. Todd. The name probably puns on Tod, 

German for “death.” In the short story that germinated the novel, Todd was Mr. 

McMaster, or in the deceptively gentle words of the title, “The Man Who Liked 

Dickens.” 

“You are fond of Dickens?” 

“Why, yes, of course. More than fond, far more. You see, they are 

the only books I have ever heard.” (Handful 292) 

 

Heard not read, for Todd is illiterate. He matter-of-factly tells Tony it will take more 

than two years to run through the Dickens canon. Then they will begin again. Eric Newby 

takes Tony’s fate to be “the most macabre incident in any of [Waugh’s] novels,” matched 
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only by Basil Seal’s accidental cannibalism at the end of Black Mischief (“Lush Places” 

90). According to D.G. Myers, “No worse torture [than Tony’s] can be imagined” (“Their 

naked villainy”). 

We find a similar judgment of Dickens in one of Greene’s “entertainments,” The 

Ministry of Fear. The Old Curiosity Shop and David Copperfield are the nightly reading 

of his protagonist Arthur Rowe. The habit fosters in Rowe such a perverse sort of pity for 

the likes of Nell and Little Em’ly that he eventually murders his suffering, bedridden wife 

with a poisoned glass of milk. 

In both cases, dark comedy sharpens rather than deflects the critique of 

Dickensian sentimentality. While imprisoning Tony, Mr Todd weeps for the sick, 

impoverished residents of Tom-all-alones. “Tears ran down his cheeks into his beard” 

(293). He has the same reaction to various unidentified moments in Little Dorritt: “there 

are passages in that book I can never hear without the temptation to weep” (302). Again 

hear rather than read; poor Tony, barbarian’s fool. Waugh once said that he wrote the 

novel after the short story because he wanted to learn about the “other sorts of savages at 

home” (“Fan-Fare” 58). Arthur Rowe, with his poisoned milk, is doubtless one of these 

civilized savages. 

These explicit rejections are thematic rather than dramatic; they add nothing 

substantial to the plot. Rowe’s murder of Alice is offstage and in the past; Tony’s doom 

concludes his part of the novel. Both judgments on Dickens resonate with the human 

problems explored by the novels, and the macabre quality indelibly scores the story on 

the memory. 



24 

 

Martin Chuzzlewit and A Handful of Dust 

The elucidation of the more abstract idea of formal distance between two kinds of 

fiction requires extended quotation.
10

 What follows is the introduction, in Dickens’s 

Martin Chuzzlewit, of the Seth Pecksniff family, set in the context of their village and 

house. 

…it was too much for such a surly wind to bear: so off it flew with 

a howl: giving the old sign before the ale-house door such a cuff as it 

went, that the Blue Dragon was more rampant than usual ever afterwards, 

and indeed, before Christmas, reared clean out of its crazy frame. 

It was small tyranny for a respectable wind to go wreaking its 

vengeance on such poor creatures as the fallen leaves, but this wind 

happening to come up with a great heap of them just after venting its 

humour on the insulted Dragon, did so disperse and scatter them that they 

fled away, pell-mell, some here, some there, rolling over each other, 

whirling round and round upon their thin edges, taking frantic flights into 

the air, and playing all manner of extraordinary gambols in the extremity 

of their distress. Nor was this enough for its malicious fury: for not content 

with driving them abroad, it charged small parties of them and hunted 

them into the wheelwright's saw-pit, and below the planks and timbers in 

the yard, and, scattering the sawdust in the air, it looked for them 

underneath, and when it did meet with any, whew! how it drove them on 

and followed at their heels! 

The scared leaves only flew the faster for all this: and a giddy 

chase it was: for they got into unfrequented places, where there was no 

outlet, and where their pursuer kept them eddying round and round at his 

pleasure; and they crept under the eaves of houses, and clung tightly to the 

sides of hay-ricks, like bats; and tore in at open chamber windows, and 

cowered close to hedges; and, in short, went anywhere for safety. But the 

oddest feat they achieved was, to take advantage of the sudden opening of 

Mr Pecksniff’s front-door, to dash wildly into his passage; whither the 

wind following close upon them, and finding the back-door open, 

incontinently blew out the lighted candle held by Miss Pecksniff, and 

slammed the front-door against Mr Pecksniff who was at that moment 

entering, with such violence, that in the twinkling of an eye he lay on his 

back at the bottom of the steps. Being by this time weary of such trifling 

performances, the boisterous rover hurried away rejoicing, roaring over 

moor and meadow, hill and flat, until it got out to sea, where it met with 

other winds similarly disposed, and made a night of it. 

In the meantime Mr Pecksniff, having received, from a sharp angle 

in the bottom step but one, that sort of knock on the head which lights up, 
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 The concept of form will receive additional attention and definition in Chapter 4. 



25 

 

for the patient's entertainment, an imaginary general illumination of very 

bright short-sixes, lay placidly staring at his own street door. And it would 

seem to have been more suggestive in its aspect than street doors usually 

are; for he continued to lie there, rather a lengthy and unreasonable time, 

without so much as wondering whether he was hurt or no….  

“Pa!” they cried in concert. “Pa! Speak, Pa! Do not look so wild, 

my dearest Pa!”… 

“That’ll do,” said Mr Pecksniff. “I’m better.” 

“He’s come to himself!” cried the youngest Miss Pecksniff. 

“He speaks again!” exclaimed the eldest. (Chuzzlewit 20-21, 22) 

 

Consider next Waugh’s introduction of the Tony Last family and their country house, 

Hetton Abbey. This passage was suggested to me because it contains an allusion to 

Martin Chuzzlewit, but it is also relevant because it performs the same narrative 

function—the introduction of setting and character (in this case the protagonist). 

Between the villages of Hetton and Compton Last lies the extensive 

park of Hetton Abbey. This, formerly one of the notable houses of the 

county, was entirely rebuilt in 1864 in the Gothic style and is now devoid 

of interest. The grounds are open to the public daily until sunset and the 

house may be viewed on application by writing. It contains some good 

portraits and furniture. The terrace commands a fine view. 

This passage from the country Guide Book did not cause Tony 

Last any serious annoyance. Unkinder things had been said. His Aunt 

Frances, embittered by an upbringing of unremitting severity, remarked 

that the plans of the house must have been adapted by Mr. Pecksniff from 

one of his pupils’ designs for an orphanage. But there was not a glazed 

brick or encaustic tile that was not dear to Tony’s heart. In some ways, he 

knew, it was not convenient to run; but what big house was? It was not 

altogether amenable to modern ideas of comfort; he had many small 

improvements in mind, which would be put into effect as soon as the death 

duties were paid off. But the general aspect and atmosphere of the place; 

the line of its battlements against the sky; the central clock tower where 

quarterly chimes disturbed all but the heaviest sleepers; the ecclesiastical 

gloom of the great hall, its ceiling groined and painted in diapers of red 

and gold, supported on shafts of polished granite with vine-wreathed 

capitals, half-lit by day through lancet windows of armorial stained glass, 

at night by a vast gasolier of brass and wrought iron, wired now and fitted 

with twenty electric bulbs; the blasts of hot air that rose suddenly at one’s 

feet, through grills of cast-iron trefoils from the antiquated heating 

apparatus below; the cavernous chill of the more remote corridors where, 

economizing in coke, he had had the pipes shut off; the dining hall with its 

hammer-beam roof and pitch-pine minstrels’ gallery; the bedrooms with 
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their brass bedsteads, each with a frieze of Gothic text, each named from 

Malory, Yseult, Elaine, Mordred and Merlin, Gawaine and Bedivere, 

Lancelot, Perceval, Tristram, Galahad, his own dressing room, Morgan le 

Fay, and Brenda’s Guinevere, where the bed stood on a dais, the walls 

hung with tapestry, the fireplace like a tomb of the thirteenth century, from 

whose bay window one could count, on days of exceptional clearness, the 

spires of six churches—all these things with which he had grown up were 

a source of constant delight and exultation to Tony; things of tender 

memory and proud possession. 

They were not in fashion, he fully realized. Twenty years ago 

people had liked half timber and old pewter; not it was urns and 

colonnades; but the time would come, perhaps in John Andrew’s day, 

when opinion would reinstate Hetton in its proper place. Already it was 

referred to as “amusing,” and a very civil young man had asked 

permission to photograph it for an architectural review. (Handful 13-15, 

italics in original)
11

 

 

Aside from Aunt Frances’s explicit reference to Dickens,
12

 which corrects the 

guidebook’s too chaste architectural complaints, how are these two passages related? 

Both are funny. Both introduce a family of three, a home, a locale. Both foreshadow 

future plot developments. But the manner in which they perform these activities—the 

passages’ formal character—could not be more different. 

1. Humor. The passage from Dickens is dominated by the conceit of the 

anthropomorphic wind: “the boisterous rover hurried away rejoicing.” (Everyone should 

rejoice when Pecksniff is knocked down.) This device, which brings us gradually closer 

to the Pecksniff home, is only the final and most developed instance in a series of similar 

constructions, which for lack of space I cannot quote in full. The time is autumn—hence 

the leaves strewn about the ground—and the setting sun, after “struggling through the 

mist,” suddenly “looked brightly down” on the village (18). Nothing noticeably 

anthropomorphic yet, but the next paragraph develops what is implicit in the verbs 
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 I quote the American edition, which in some places is significantly different from the British edition. See 

Appendix II in Robert Murray Davis’s edition. 
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 Cf. Handful 43. 
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struggle and look; perhaps Dickens only saw the potential after writing these lines. The 

“scanty patches of verdure in the hedges,” noticing the change in the sun, “took heart and 

brightened up” in response. A nearby stream “broke out into a cheerful smile.” The birds 

joined in, too, tweeting as if they “half believed the winter had gone by, and spring had 

come already.” Then the narrator moves from nature to culture and the buildings in the 

town come to life. The bellows at the local forge “roared Ha ha! To the clear fire, which 

roared in turn, and bade the shining sparks dance gaily to the merry clinking of the 

hammers on the anvil” (19). Even the “melancholy night” that eventually settles on the 

village, “rejoice[d]” at the sight of the lively forge, a sight that “brought a glow into [the 

night’s] dark face as it hovered about the door and windows, peeping curiously in above 

the shoulders” of the men gathered to watch the labor of the smithies (20). When the 

“boisterous” wind is finally introduced, he joins a lively company. 

Waugh’s astringent art does not permit these baroque fancies. His novel’s title 

and epigraph, taken from T.S. Eliot’s “The Waste Land,” promise to show us “fear in a 

handful of dust,” not merry laughter or marriages in the final chapter. There is plenty of 

humor in the introduction of Hetton Abbey, but it is heartless. Subsequent rereadings of 

the novel reveal a number of dark ironies. Tony will never pay off his death duties (cf. 

Handful 216, 303). His wife will conduct her own improvements on Hetton by hiring her 

lover’s mother, a London-based interior decorator. These “improvements” will be ugly, 

inconvenient, and expensive (106). Not only will Tony lose the estate to his enterprising, 

happy, vulgar “poor relations” (78-80, 303ff.) but as we have already seen he will be 

condemned to unending performances of Dickens on someone else’s estate. Mr Todd 
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owns a copy of Martin Chuzzlewit, so every two years Tony will be reminded of Aunt 

Frances’s judgment of Hetton Abbey (296-7). 

2. The scene. Both passages feature a catalogue. Dickens surveys the surrounding 

natural and civil life (sun and night, flowers and birds and springs, buildings and 

bellows). As the local landowner, Tony takes a real interest in such things, but Waugh 

enumerates instead the spurious architectural character of the Lasts’ neo-Gothic home. 

Hetton Abbey is the third English country house in Waugh’s published novels. In Decline 

and Fall, Margot Beste-Chetwynde (“beast cheating”?
13

) demolishes King’s Thursday, 

her late husband’s ancient house, and has it rebuilt according to modernist principles.
14

 

The second estate, Doubting Hall, is found in Vile Bodies. Spared the indignity of 

upgrades, Doubting Hall suffers the depredations of a cinema crew. But if we take a long 

view of history, the Lasts’ nineteenth-century renovation is no less destructive than the 

demolition of King’s Thursday. Dickens and Waugh both set the scene, but the modernist 

economically uses the same passage to establish thematic dynamics. 

3. Foreshadowing. More interestingly, while both passages hint at future dramatic 

developments, they tackle very different moral problems. Although fundamentally a 

comic novel, Chuzzlewit features spectacular offenses: hypocrisy, theft, murder. A 

Handful of Dust, whose comedy is more complicated, involves more pedestrian sins: 

adultery, irreligion,
15

 nostalgia, the boredom of the rich. We have a clear instance of 

foreshadowing in the bedroom assigned to Brenda Last. She sleeps alone in Guinevere, 

the nicest room in the house. We know it is the best room not only because it belongs to 
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 See Dempsey, who also suggests “beast chained,” which was proposed but denied by Jolliffe (230). 
14

 The architect she hires is German, but his theories are a caricature of Le Corbusier, whose Urbanisme 

(1925, trans. 1929) Waugh reviewed for the Observer (EAR 63-65). 
15

 “Hullo, Tony, jolly church?” “Most enjoyable; how about some sherry?” (43). 



29 

 

the mistress of the estate, but because it receives the most attention in the list. 

Unsurprisingly the bed is its most prominent feature: “She had insisted on a modern bed” 

(16). We are also permitted to glimpse the walls, the fireplace, and the large window. 

With this precedent we might expect Tony’s bedroom to reveal some aspects of his 

character and future course. But which room is his? The list in this introductory passage 

is unclear: it might be either Galahad or Morgan le Fay. (There is no Arthur.) Tony is 

relatively innocent, but he is no Galahad. His lunatic search for a legendary City in South 

America is doomed to failure, unlike Galahad’s successful quest for the Holy Grail. In 

any case Galahad is ruled out by other parts of the novel. We learn later that Galahad has 

an awful bed, and that the Lasts reserve the room for unwanted guests: “No one who 

sleeps there ever comes again—the bed’s agony I believe” (29).
16

 It is in Galahad that 

they put up John Beaver for one night, a plan that backfires spectacularly, for while 

Beaver never returns to the bed in Galahad, he eventually slips into Brenda’s “modern 

bed” in Guinevere. Another passage in the novel clears up the question of Tony’s room: 

“Morgan le Fay had always been [Tony’s] room since he left the night nursery” (15).
17

 

But more important than the name of Tony’s room are the details supplied about it. We 

learn much more about its contents than Guinevere’s. Like Arthur Rowe in The Ministry 

of Fear, Tony has never quite grown up. As a boy he was given a room near his parents 

because “until quite late in his life he was subject to nightmare” (15). As an adult he 

remains in his boyhood room without removing the trappings of youth: “it now formed a 
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 Waugh indicates the philistinism of Tony’s cousins, who inherit the estate when he is declared dead, by 

having one of them, Teddy, chose Galahad as his room (307). Waugh is critical of Tony but merciless to 

the cousins. 
17

 Later in the American edition of the novel we read that “Tony walked in and out between Mordred and 

Guinevere as he always did while they were dressing. …He went back to Mordred for his tie and [brought] 

it to Brenda’s room again” (106-7). We have caught Waugh nodding. Both rooms begin with Mor-, and he 

simply forgot, and never went back in the manuscript to verify the name. 
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gallery representative of every phase of his adolescence.” His adult life is also 

represented, for every year he adds a few artifacts: a photograph of the young, single 

Brenda, another of Brenda at John Andrew’s baptism (16). Tony’s bookshelf shows the 

same range. One end holds various Victorian “boy’s own adventure” stories and The 

Young Visiters (1919); in the middle are the landlord manuals; at the far end is 

Hemingway’s A Farewell to Arms (1929)—all hinting at Tony’s doom. Just as important 

as these details is the single historical fact provided about Guinevere. It was his parents’ 

room—they were “inseparable in Guinevere” (15). If Tony had followed their example 

and moved from adolescence to adulthood, John Beaver might never have taken his place 

in Guinevere. 

Tony’s immaturity is compounded by his particular brand of nostalgia, 

symbolized in his love for the Victorian Hetton Abbey. Here Waugh parts company with 

Victorian culture even further. After their son dies and Tony learns of Brenda’s affair, he 

thinks he has hit rock bottom: “no outrageous circumstance in which he found himself, 

no new mad thing brought to his notice could add a jot to the all-encompassing chaos that 

shrieked about his ears” (189). But this is only because he cannot imagine losing the 

house. On the day of John Andrew’s death, Tony announces that he only cares for two 

things: “I’ve got her, and I love the house” (148). The verbs are revealing, for he does not 

say, I love her, and I’ve got the house. Although shocked to hear that Brenda blames him 

for their marital problems (205), the real tipping point is the divorce settlement she 

proposes, which is so exorbitant that it requires the forfeiture of Hetton. Tony has invited 

this treatment by arranging, through hired private investigators and a trip to Brighton with 

a prostitute, to take legal blame for the divorce. He stoically accepted the loss of Brenda 
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and chivalrously took responsibility for the end of the marriage, but he refuses to let go of 

Hetton Abbey. The roots of the estate are planted in his deepest affections. With this last 

betrayal “a whole Gothic world” is “brought to grief” (209). 

Tony’s response to the crisis is uncharacteristic. He takes action, postponing the 

divorce and refusing a settlement. But his pseudo-Gothic nostalgia ruins this promising 

change: he accepts the offer of Dr. Messinger, an incompetent explorer, to embark on a 

mad, romantic quest for a legendary lost City. Tony envisions it as a “transfigured 

Hetton.” 

“But what do you suppose this city will be like?” 

“Impossible to say. Every tribe has a different word for it. The Pie-

wies call it the ‘Shining’ or ‘Glittering,’ the Arekuna the ‘Many Watered,’ 

the Patamonas the ‘Bright Feathered,’ the Warau oddly enough, use the 

same word for it that they use for a kind of aromatic jam. Of course one 

can’t tell how a civilization may have developed or degenerated in five 

hundred years of isolation…” 

…[Tony’s] thoughts were occupied with the City, the Shining, the 

Many Watered, the Bright Feathered, the Aromatic Jam. He had a clear 

picture of it in his mind. It was Gothic in character, all vanes and 

pinnacles, gargoyles, battlements, groining and tracery, pavilions and 

terraces, a transfigured Hetton, pennons and banners floating on the sweet 

breeze, everything luminous and translucent; a coral citadel crowning a 

green hill top sewn with daisies, among groves and streams; a tapestry 

landscape filled with heraldic and fabulous animals and symmetrical, 

disproportionate blossom.
18

 (220-2) 
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 Compare a passage from Ninety-Two Days (1934), the travelogue narrating Waugh’s journey through 

South America: 

It was possible, said Mr Bain, to take a canoe from Bon Success down the Takutu to Boa 

Vista. That meant nothing to me but Mr Bain explained that it was an important Brazilian 

town—next to Manaos the most important town in Amazonas. He had never been there 

himself but he knew those who had an in his description he made it a place of peculiar 

glamour—dissipated and violent; a place where revolutions were plotted and political 

assassinations committed; from there regular paddle steamers plied to Manaos—a city of 

inexpressible grandeur, of palaces and opera houses, boulevards and fountains, 

swaggering military in spurs and whit gloves, cardinals and millionaires… Mr Bain made 

a very splendid picture of it all—so graphic and full of passages so personal and 

penetrating that it was difficult to accept his assurance that he knew it only by repute. His 

eyes flashed as he told me of it and his arms swept in circles. I felt that it was a singularly 

fortunate man who went to Boa Vista and Manaos. (92D 417-418). 

Waugh fused the two cities to form Dr Messinger’s lost city and Tony’s “transfigured Hetton.” See also 

92D 455ff. 
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Like would-be heroes out of H. Rider Haggard, Tony and Dr. Messinger seek a place 

supposedly known to “every Indian between Ciudad Bolívar and Para” (220). “But they 

won’t talk. Queer people.” The natives don’t talk because there is no Many Watered, no 

Bright Feathered, no Aromatic Jam. Tony contracts a fever and the doctor is drowned 

(“drowndead,” Tony will hear Mr Peggotty say every two years). Tony is only saved by 

“the man who liked Dickens.” Part of Waugh’s point, as Richard Wasson has shown, is 

that Tony’s “whole Gothic world” was deeply problematic, even contradictory, before it 

came to grief. It was neo-Gothic or pseudo-Gothic rather than paleo-Gothic: “rebuilt in 

1864 in the Gothic style and…now devoid of interest” (13). In Waugh’s eyes the 

“transfigured Hetton” is no more fantastic and false than Victorian Hetton. 

What about Dickens’s foreshadowing? In his introduction Pecksniff seems as 

feckless as Tony Last. We soon learn he is not innocent. As one of Dickens’s more 

enjoyable comic villains (though not to be compared with Sairey Gamp), the aspiring 

usurper of the Chuzzlewit fortune would have been suited to Hetton Abbey’s Mordred.
19

 

Pecksniff’s role in the novel is of course very different from Tony’s. Tony’s closest 

parallel in Chuzzlewit is the hero, young Martin Chuzzlewit, whose venture into America 

will take him, too, disastrously close to death by fever. Yet like Brenda with Guinevere, 

and Tony with his “boy’s own adventure” novels, Pecksniff’s character and future acts 

are prefigured in this introductory passage. The behavior of the wind is analogous to 

Pecksniff’s career. Waugh hints with a word, phrase, or sentence, but Dickens devotes 
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 If Mrs Gamp had the good fortune to weasel her way into Hetton, perhaps on the pretext of mourning 

John Andrew, she would have been a better symbolic fit for Morgan le Fay than Tony, given her 

intercourse with the invisible. Waugh’s novel does feature a character in several ways analogous to Mrs 

Gamp: Mrs Rattery, of Jock Grant-Menzies’s “shameless blonde” American (129). Mrs Gamp has her 

alcohol, but Mrs Rattery is “liable to bouts of morphine” (131). She keeps company with Tony at Hetton 

when John Andrew dies. A devoted player of cards and dice (131, 133, 149-154), she takes a previously 

unmentioned room, Lyonesse (129). 



33 

 

whole paragraphs to the purpose. The “boisterous” wind exercises “small tyranny” on the 

fallen leaves, just as Pecksniff defrauds his architecture students of their tuition and 

passes off their drafts as his own. There is another correspondence in the “respectable” 

wind’s “cuffing” of the rampant dragon in the sign at the inn. It “rear[s] clean out of its 

crazy frame.” This is a passable summary of Old Martin’s behavior for most of the novel, 

bent out of shape by Pecksniff.
20

 In the end the situation will reverse, with the old dragon 

getting the best of Pecksniff and “[striking] him down upon the ground” (750) much 

harder than this initial tumble at his own doorstep. We can thus understand allegorically 

Mark Tapley’s remark to Old Martin that “the Blue Dragon will be con-werted…. A sign 

of my own inwention, Sir. Wery new, conwivial, and expressive!” (757). Pecksniff’s 

beginning and end agree again, for on both occasions he is so dazed by the blow that he 

does not rise: “And whether he was stunned by the shock, or only confused by the 

wonder and novelty of this warm reception, he did not offer to get up again.” Dickens’s 

villains always lose, die, or reform, and his young heroes always marry the right girl 

(even in his most modern and melancholy novel, Great Expectations). These 

conventional plots—the poetic justice and beery cheer—are a delight to Mr. Todd, but 

doom to Tony Last. 

4. The players. A fourth formal contrast between the two passages is their manner 

of introducing the members of the families. Casually and without preamble Waugh 

names husband, wife, and son: “the country Guide Book did not cause Tony Last any 

serious annoyance”; “and Brenda’s Guinevere, where the bed stood on a dais”; “but the 

time would come, perhaps in John Andrew’s day….” It is not Waugh’s custom to 

describe his characters’ bodies: “very fair” (7) and an “under-water look” (16) are all we 
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 Actually, in a most unsatisfying trick at the very end, old Chuzzlewit’s corruption is revealed as a ruse. 
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learn of Brenda, and father and son are not described at all. On the other hand Dickens’s 

effusively ironical narrator summarizes the moral character and physique of each of the 

three Pecksniffs. The youngest Miss Pecksniff is “all girlishness, and playfulness, and 

wildness, and kittenish buoyancy,” with a “moderately buxom…shape, and quite 

womanly too” (22-3). Her less toothsome elder sister has “fine strong sense” and a “mild, 

yet not reproachful gravity” (23). Their father is “a moral man: a grave man, a man of 

noble sentiments”; “his very throat was moral”; his hair sits “bolt upright”; his person is 

“sleek through free from corpulency” (23, 24). These descriptions are of course 

accompanied by Hablot K. Browne’s illustrations. Consider too Dickens’s steady, orderly 

movement from one individual to the next. After following the wind to the Pecksniffs’ 

front door, Dickens’s narrator, ever fond of structural binaries, carefully distinguishes 

between but also aligns the Misses Pecksniff. When they finally discern their father’s 

prostrate form, they cry out with one voice, using the singular possessive, then split into 

sequential, parallel lines of speech. The parallelism may be a matter of habit for Dickens, 

but this is immaterial. What matters is the initial unity of their speech and the subsequent 

single-file, essentially identical exclamations. Dickens often creates a chorus of figures 

whose voices can be extracted from the whole and developed by mutual contrast.
21

 

                                                           
21

 Of course these conventions of formally introducing characters and aligning their dialogue antiphonally 

are not unique to Dickens. Tweedledee and Tweedledum are dreams, but consider Cox and Cummins, 

Anthony Trollope’s lawyers for the defense in The Warden: 

“Eight hundred a year!” said Mr Cox. 

“And nothing whatever to do!” said Mr Cummins, who had joined the conference. 

“No private fortune, I believe,” said Mr Cox. 

“Not a shilling,” said Mr Cummins, in a very low voice, shaking his head. 

“I never heard of such a case in all my experience,” said Mr Cox. 

“Eight hundred a year, and as nice a house as any gentleman could wish to hang up his 

hat in,” said Mr Cummins. (125) 

Earlier in the same novel, consider Trollope’s formal announcement of the significance of John Bold: “As 

John Bold will occupy much of our attention, we must endeavour to explain who he is, and why he takes 

the part of John Hiram's bedesmen. John Bold is a young surgeon…” (6). 
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Martin Chuzzlewit and Brighton Rock 

With Greene we can be briefer. There is no need to abandon Martin Chuzzlewit. 

In what follows we witness the unfortunate end of Mr. Tigg Montague (formerly Mr. 

Montague Tigg) of the Anglo-Bengalee Disinterested Loan and Life Insurance Company. 

Orwell rightly called the absence of physical brutality in his novels “astonishing” 

(“Charles Dickens” 84), and this may be the grisliest murder in Dickens. 

As the sunlight died away, and evening fell upon the wood, 

[Montague] entered it. Moving here and there a bramble or a drooping 

bough which stretched across his path, he slowly disappeared. At intervals 

a narrow opening showed him passing on, or the sharp cracking of some 

tender branch denoted where he went: then he was seen or heard no more. 

Never more beheld by mortal eye or heard by mortal ear: one man 

excepted. That man, parting the leaves and branches on the other side, 

near where the path emerged again, came leaping out soon afterwards. 

What had he left within the wood, that he sprang out of it, as if it 

were a hell! 

The body of a murdered man. In one thick solitary spot, it lay 

among the last year's leaves of oak and beech, just as it had fallen 

headlong down. Sopping and soaking in among the leaves that formed its 

pillow; oozing down into the boggy ground, as if to cover itself from 

human sight; forcing its way between and through the curling leaves, as if 

those senseless things rejected and forswore it, and were coiled up in 

abhorrence; went a dark, dark stain that dyed the whole summer night 

from earth to heaven. 

The doer of this deed came leaping from the wood so fiercely, that 

he cast into the air a shower of fragments of young boughs, torn away in 

his passage, and fell with violence upon the grass. But he quickly gained 

his feet again, and keeping underneath a hedge with his body bent, went 

running on towards the road. The road once reached, he fell into a rapid 

walk, and set on toward London. 

And he was not sorry for what he had done. (Chuzzlewit 679-80) 

 

And now for the murder of Charles Hale in Greene’s Brighton Rock, which superficially 

resembles the murder of Tigg. The terrified Hale knows his peril, and begs Ida, the fun-

loving barfly not to leave him alone. Ida thinks his name is Fred. 

“I’ve got to get a wash,” she said, “I’m sweating all over. You just 

wait here. I’ll only be two minutes.” 
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“You won’t get a good wash here,” Hale said. “Come to a hotel 

and have a drink—” 

“I can’t wait, Fred. Really I can’t. Be a sport.” 

Hale said, “That ten shillings. You’d better have that too while I 

remember it.” 

“It’s real good of you, Fred. Can you spare it?” 

“Be quick, Ida,” Hale said. “I’ll be here. Just here. By this turnstile. 

You won’t be long, will you? I’ll be here,” he repeated, putting his hand 

on a rail of the turnstiles. 

“Why,” Ida said, “anyone’d think you were in love,” and she 

carried the image of him quite tenderly in her mind down the steps of the 

ladies’ lavatory: the rather small battered man with the nails bitten close 

(she missed nothing) and the inkstains and the hand clutching the rail. 

He’s a good geezer, she said to herself, I liked the way he looked even in 

that bar if I did laugh at him…. It was a long time since she’d hurried 

herself so for a man, and it wasn’t more than four minutes before, cool and 

powdered and serene, she mounted into the bright Whitsun afternoon to 

find him gone. He wasn’t by the turnstile, he wasn’t in the crowd by the 

pedlar…. he’s probably gone to the gents, he’ll be back…. (Brighton 18) 

 

Hale will not be back. The surface resemblance between the two murders is that they are 

both committed offstage. Of both murdered men we can say, with Dickens, “he was seen 

or heard no more.” John Barth’s Todd Andrews can describe how his bayonet delicately 

“slipped up off the bone…and with a tiny horrible puncturing sound, slid into and 

through [the German soldier’s] neck, and he began to die” (The Floating Opera 69). 

Cormac McCarthy, “perhaps the greatest writer since Melville on the subject of work” 

(Mosle) can take four slow pages to narrate the hand motions of two men grappling to the 

death on a dusty road (The Orchard Keeper 37-40). But Dickens and Greene, at least in 

these two instances, cover up the act itself. In the case of Tigg we see the flight of Jonas 

Chuzzlewit, the fallen body, and the oozing blood. As in the opening of the novel, dead 

vegetation comes to human life as the leaves on the forest floor avoid the gore. In the 

case of Hale we see even less. All we get to see, or rather hear, are Hale’s last words to 

Ida. 
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But in most respects the murders are different. Tigg dies at the hand of one man, a 

former business partner, on a deserted woodpath. Hale is snatched by three toughs in a 

seaside city full of people on holiday. Tigg’s murderer “leaps” out of the wood 

“fiercely”; in fact he “sprang out” of the grove “as if it were a hell!” Dickens’s narrator 

has dropped all irony with this melodramatic exclamation. Pinkie’s exit from the scene of 

his crime, one page later at the start of a new chapter, is dispassionate, clinical, boring: 

“The Boy paid his threepence and went through the turnstile” (20). Hale never made it to 

the bathroom, but Pinkie did, presumably to straighten his clothes and wash his hands. 

The “dark, dark stain” of Tigg’s blood cries out to heaven like the blood of Abel. Greene 

intends to mystify, then horrify us by excluding all melodrama and even drama from 

Hale’s murder. The narrator supplies little more than stage directions (which I have 

omitted) and uses Hale and Ida’s dialogue and Ida’s internal monologue to carry the 

story. The manner of Hale’s death is never described. Thanks to Ida’s investigations we 

eventually gain access to the official autopsy report, which concludes death by heart 

attack. But we and Ida know better. The critical consensus is dreadful and macabre, a 

murder undreamt of in Dickens’s fiction. Pinkie and two of his men carry Hale to a 

secluded area and choke him to death with a long stick of Brighton Rock candy (cf. 

Brighton 90, 216, and 270, “Note to American Readers”). Pinkie’s young wife Rose does 

not realize the irony of asking for a piece of candy (194-5), since he means to kill her, 

too. 

Post-Victorian influences 

1. According to the critics. I follow the typical critical division of the Victorian 

period into two halves, early and late. The career of Charles Dickens, from The Pickwick 
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Papers (1836-7) to his death in 1870, constitutes the early Victorian period.
22

 The 

second, dating from 1870 to the Queen’s death in 1901, constitutes late Victorianism.
23

 

After 1901 we are clearly in a post-Victorian world—not just a culture following the 

Victorians in history but a distinctly un-Victorian culture. That brief thing called the 

Edwardian era dates from 1901 to the Great War. For modernism I prefer J.A. Cuddon’s 

definition: an evolving movement or tendency, influential in fiction and poetry during the 

late nineteenth and early-to-mid twentieth centuries, with three fundamental dynamics: “a 

breaking away from established rules, traditions and conventions,” “fresh ways of 

looking at man’s position and function in the universe,” and “many (in some cases 

remarkable) experiments in form and style” (Penguin Dictionary 515-516). This 

“breaking away” means not an absolute but a relative novelty, innovations that are post-

Victorian in the sense given above. 

Though these chronological labels can be misleading, they are not to be rejected 

entirely. They provide structure for literature courses throughout American higher 

education, and they are everywhere in literary criticism. Waugh and Greene’s chief 

literary influences are usually said to be Edwardians and modernists, post-Victorians who 

are more or less alienated from Victorian fiction.
24

 George McCartney and Timothy J. 

Sutton have made a convincing case for seeing our novelists as modernists of a sort. 

“Although Waugh had little use for the philosophical assumptions implicit in the works 
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 Walter Houghton used this period in The Victorian Frame of Mind: 1830-1870, because “after 

1870…Victorianism was dying, and a new frame of mind was emerging, a late Victorian frame of mind, 

which pointed forward to the postwar temper of the 1920’s” (xv, emphasis in original). 
23

 Raymond Williams: “In the late 1870s, the early 1880s, the Victorian period ended. Of course the Queen 

lived on and it’s not her fault but ours, our particular muddle, if we choose to describe our history by these 

single anointed lives. Socially, culturally, economically, politically, a new phase of our history began. It is 

quite identifiable, from the late 1870s to the war in 1914” (English Novel 121). 
24

 Roger Sharrock argues differently, claiming that Greene has “very little to do directly with the modernist 

movement,” and that he delivers an “indirect, diffused modernism” (Saints 45). 
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of Virginia Woolf, James Joyce, and D.H. Lawrence, he clearly had gone to school to 

them. [He] consciously constructed an alternate modernism” (Evelyn Waugh and the 

Modernist Tradition x). Sutton sees a similar aesthetic continuity between the major 

modernists and the “Catholic Modernists”: Waugh, Greene, Gerard Manley Hopkins, 

Ford Madox Ford, and T.S. Eliot.
25

 In the work of each Catholic Modernist we find 

“themes of fragmentation, loss,” a technique exploiting “divergent and competing voices” 

(Catholic Modernists, English Nationalists 13), and an animating “quest for tradition” 

(28). 

Greene’s influences are usually identified as Henry James, Joseph Conrad, and 

contemporary French fiction and theology.
26

 David Lodge sees several Decadent French 

Catholics as “very clear” influences (Graham Greene 32). They provide him with “ideas” 

which he “domesticates” for the English public. Gene Kellogg sees “the whole carefully 

developed highly self-aware French critical Catholic tradition” behind Greene’s novels 

(Vital 111). Richard Griffiths adds that Greene’s “domestication” is sometimes mere 

misunderstanding (Pen 168ff). But Greene himself names a third important category: the 

books he read as a child. “The influence of early books is profound. So much of the 

future lies on the shelves: early reading has more influence on conduct than any religious 

teaching” (A Sort 55; cf. 116).
27

 Noting that this influence is moral rather than strictly 
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 Of course Eliot is a major modernist and a “Catholic modernist,” and Anglican rather than a Roman 

Catholic. 
26

 Greene invited Norman Sherry to write his official biography after reading one of his books on Conrad 

(1:xiii). 
27

 Greene says something similar in his essay “The Lost Childhood”: “Perhaps it is only in childhood that 

books have any deep influence on our lives. In later life we admire, we are entertained, we may modify 

some views we already hold, but we are more likely to find in books merely a confirmation of what is in 

our minds already: as in a love affair it is our own features that we see reflected back. But in childhood all 

books are books of divination…” (Essays 13). This essay was published in 1947, a quarter-century before A 

Sort of Life. Waugh agrees but regrets this dynamic: “Most imaginative writers, I think, are immune to 

literary influence after adolescence” (EAR 391). 
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literary, and recalling the different weight Greene assigned to Browning and the 

Beatitudes, we can add to the list of Greene’s influences several late Victorian and 

Edwardian adventure and fantasy writers, such as his distant relative R.L. Stevenson
28

 

(Scottish) and H. Rider Haggard and Marjorie Bowen (English). 

At present I have no more to say about Greene’s influences. But Waugh’s literary 

genealogy needs additional attention. His fiction is usually said to reflect his reading of a 

handful of Edwardian satirists: Norman Douglas (1868-1952), H.H. Munro (“Saki”) 

(1870-1916), Max Beerbohm (1872-1956), P.G. Wodehouse (1881-1975), Ronald 

Firbank (1886-1926), Aldous Huxley (1894-1963), and William Gerhardie (1895-1977). 

All of these authors doubtless influenced Waugh’s art in various degrees and in various 

ways, but Firbank’s importance is frequently misrepresented. 

Critical discussions of Waugh and Firbank tend to make too much of Waugh’s 

dependence. If Waugh had not written an early essay on Firbank, would anyone have 

intuited the connection? Consider Brigid Brophy’s review-essay on the 1964 reissue of A 

Handful of Dust and Scoop. The review is a mixed bag. “Mr Waugh writes a prose as 

fluent, lovely and lacking in intellectual content as a weeping willow” (450). She thinks 

the latter half of Waugh’s career is a pure wash. But she also strikes gold, calling that 

scene of domestic horror in which Brenda Last mishears the news of the death of John 

“one of the miracles of English fiction.”
29

 And she calls Waugh in his anarchic mood “a 

fiercer Firbank.” That is a fine phrase, but it may be misleading. The problem is that 

Firbank is not fierce at all; ferocity is inimical to his storytelling. He cannot do emotion at 

all. It was not part of Firbank’s gift to write anything like Brenda Last thanking God that 
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 “I sometimes find myself wishing that, before starting the second novel, The Name of Action, I had found 

an experienced mentor. If Robert Louis Stevenson had been alive…” (A Sort 201) 
29

 Brenda supposes her lover rather than her son has died. 
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her son is dead. The nearest he comes to pathos is the final page of The Flower Beneath 

the Foot, when Laura (formerly the fiancée of a prince, now miserable in the cloister, 

later, the subtitle tells us, a saint) laments her loss and unconsciously cuts her hands on 

the broken glass topping the nunnery wall (Complete Ronald Firbank 592). Again, 

Brophy has a perfect image for Firbank’s narratives: he “often drops stitches through 

sheer giggling inattention.” But while Waugh has several different kinds of laugh, he 

does not giggle. 

I suspect Waugh’s essay has given Firbank’s novels a longer lease on life than 

they merit.
30

 In one of the weaker moments of Bright Young People, a fascinating work 

of social history, D.J. Taylor describes Firbank as bequeathing “three chief legacies to 

fiction” (287-290). The first is well grounded: Firbank creates believable “talking-heads” 

rather than full characters. The voices are distinct, or at least identifiable in 

contradistinction, so that we need not read the names or see the faces. He omits 

narratorial “signposts” to an extraordinary degree. The second legacy is less definite and 

seems discoverable in any number of writers: the compression of “tumult” into “a 

minimum of words.” Thirdly, Taylor says that Firbank developed the “trick of advancing 

the plots of his novels by way of allusive dialogue.” This is a paraphrase of Waugh’s own 

analysis: 

The importance of Firbank which justifies the writing of a critical essay 

about him lies in his literary method. He is the first quite modern writer to 

solve for himself, quite unobtrusively and probably more or less 

unconsciously, the aesthetic problem of representation in fiction: to 

achieve, that is to say, a new, balanced interrelation of subject and form. 

Nineteenth-century novelists achieved a balance only by complete 

submission to the idea of the succession of events in an arbitrarily limited 

period of time. Just as in painting until the last generation the aesthetically 

significant activity of the artist had always to be occasioned by anecdote 
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 In criticism, not in bookstores, where one never finds Firbank. 
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and representation, so the novelist was fettered by the chain of cause and 

effect. Almost all the important novels of this century have been 

experiments in making an art form out of this raw material of narration. 

…His later novels are almost wholly devoid of any attributions of cause to 

effect; there is the barest minimum of description; his compositions are 

built up, intricately and with a balanced alternation of the wildest 

extravagance and the most austere economy, with conversational nuances. 

(EAR 57-8) 

 

In addition to its elegant summary of the history of English fiction, this passages offers a 

sound and compelling interpretation of one aspect of Firbank’s diffuse narratives. But 

Taylor is not the only critic to omit an important qualification in Waugh’s final 

paragraph: “In this way Firbank achieved a new art form primarily as a vehicle from 

bringing coherence to his own elusive humour. But in doing this he solved the problem 

which most vexes the novelist of the present time” (EAR 59). Waugh’s language (“the 

problem which most vexes”) certainly appeals to the critical instinct, but we should not 

exaggerate Firbank’s influence. Waugh’s own claim is that Firbank’s accidental 

discovery can be repurposed in a variety of ways. Unless a writer possesses Firbank’s 

distinct quality of humor (and Waugh does not), the application will not function like the 

original. When this qualification is omitted, Waugh’s definite articles (“the Firbank 

method;” “the technical discoveries upon which Ronald Firbank so negligently 

stumbled”; “these technical peculiarities”; “his technical method”; “typical of the Firbank 

method”) give a false impression. Waugh hasn’t sat at the feet of Firbank; he has found 

something in Firbank that he can adopt and adapt.
31

 Taylor’s metaphor of “three legacies” 

implies a tradition, an object or process transferred from one generation to the next, and 

thus perpetuates the confusion. 
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 In 1962, Waugh confessed that he could no longer read Firbank. “There would be something wrong with 

an elderly man who could enjoy” him (Jebb, “Evelyn”). 
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What examples do critics give of Firbank’s influence on Waugh? Everyone agrees 

that Waugh adapted “the Firbank method” to fantastic comic effect in Decline and Fall, 

by gradually revealing the death of young Lord Tangent from complications of 

gangrene.
32

 Humphrey Carpenter points to a similar offstage, hinted development, though 

accomplished without dialogue, in Vile Bodies (BG 189). A third example, which I have 

not found in the critics, is the military footwear in Black Mischief, which Waugh carried 

into the short story sequel, “Incident in Azania.” A fourth is Waugh’s recurrence 

throughout Sword of Honor to an incompetent secret intelligence officer named Grace-

Groundling Marchpole. Hundreds of pages separate these passages, each of which 

summarizes and synthesizes preceding plot material. The use of the device in Decline and 

Fall lodged deep in Waugh’s memory. In a letter to Nancy Mitford more than twenty 

years after the novel’s publication (28 May 1950), Waugh complained that Henry 

Green’s Nothing used precisely the same trick. “He stole from me the idea of a character 

having his leg bit off bit by bit & then dying. I used it about a little boy in my first book, 

who was shot at the school sports” (Letters 328).
33

 Waugh does not seem to think that he 

has “stolen” anything from Firbank. Perhaps if Green’s borrowing had been purely 

formal, Waugh would not have minded, but since the similarity was material (gradual 

loss of leg leading to death), it seemed plagiaristic. 

In short, while Firbank’s influence is indubitable it is liable to misrepresentation. 

Waugh himself said that the opening sequence of Chapter 2 of Vile Bodies was mostly 

“cribbed” from Firbank (Jebb, “Evelyn”).
34

 That passage is not very ferocious. Waugh’s 
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 See e.g., Taylor, Bright 289. 
33

 Humphrey Carpenter adds another, less influential “literary legacy” of Firbank: camp humor (BG 152). 
34

 Elsewhere, “I began under the brief influence of Ronald Firbank but struck out for myself” (Preface to 

1964 edition of Vile Bodies). 
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ferocity is evident elsewhere in the same novel, starting halfway through Chapter 8, but 

by this time we are far from Firbankian material.
35

 Most critics argue that the change in 

the novel’s tone can be explained by the tumult of Waugh’s personal life, and the author 

has implied as much (Jebb, “Evelyn”).
36

 Halfway through the composition, Waugh’s wife 

of less than a year revealed an affair and moved into the other man’s apartment. Waugh 

was deeply hurt but maintained his bitter humor. In a letter to Harold Acton he wrote, 

“Naturally I have done no work at all for two months.
37

 I did not know it was possible to 

be so miserable & live but I am told that this is a common experience” (Letters 39). To 

Henry Yorke (the real name of Henry Green), Waugh dispiritingly described his “last 

effort at finishing” Vile Bodies: 

It has been infinitely difficult and is certainly the last time I shall try to 

make a book about sophisticated people. It all seems to shrivel up and rot 

internally and I am relying on a sort of cumulative futility for any effect it 

may have. All the characters are gossip writers. As soon as I have enough 

pages covered to call it a book I shall join Bryan and Diana [Guinness] in 

Paris. (Letters 39) 

 

In a brief note to his agent, probably dating from the same time, Waugh despairs over 

publication at all. “If Harper’s Bazaar wont [sic] print Vile Bodies I’m afraid no one will, 

will they? Perhaps I could carve it up into short stories?” (Letters 40). Whatever Waugh’s 

own judgment then or later, we should be grateful to Chapman & Hall (U.K.) and Little, 

Brown (U.S.) for picking up this wonderfully funny, tart novel.
38

 

Whether or not critics turn to biography to account for the change in atmosphere, 

they certainly look beyond Firbank and the Edwardians in the search for influences. 
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 Taylor says the change starts with Chapter 7 (Bright 151). 
36

 See also Stannard 1:205-7. 
37

 Stannard argues “two weeks” would have been more accurate than “two months” (1:187n8). 
38

 In a Paris Review interview conducted in April 1962, Waugh said, “I was in the middle of Vile Bodies 

when she left me. It was a bad book, I think, no so carefully constructed as the first. Separate scenes tended 

to go on for too long—the conversation in the train between those two women, the film shows of the dotty 

father” (Jebb). 
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Taylor finds a few “deliberate” allusions to contemporary literary culture in Vile Bodies 

(Bright 286). Perhaps following a tip from the first few chapters of Robert Murray 

Davis’s Evelyn Waugh and the Forms of His Time (1989), Taylor cites Michael Arlen’s 

The Green Hat (1924) and Beverly Nichols’s Crazy Pavements (1927) as two such texts. 

He sees elements of Arlen’s ‘man-eating’ heroine Iris Storm in Margot Beste-Chetwynde 

(Lady Metroland), who plays an important role in Decline and Fall and takes minor parts 

in Vile Bodies and several later novels and stories. 

2. According to the novelists. Further complicating the question of post-Victorian 

influence is the fact that Waugh and Greene tried to establish their own literary pedigrees 

and affinities. In an essay celebrating Mauriac, Greene belittled the “cardboard” 

characters of the “distinguished writers” E.M. Forster and Virginia Woolf (“François” 

91).
39

 Later in life Greene recognized his failure to learn properly from other post-

Victorians. Describing and disparaging his own early work, he pointed to the unhappy 

influence of Conrad and James (A Sort 154). He judged that his “long studies” in The 

Craft of Fiction had damaged his novels because of its exclusion of “action” in favor of 

“point of view” (202-3). “Action can only be expressed by a subject, a verb and an 

object, perhaps a rhythm—little else. Even an adjective slows the pace or tranquilizes the 

nerve. I should have turned to Stevenson to learn my lesson” (203). After the dismal sales 

of his second and third novels, Greene swore off Conrad altogether: 

If The Man Within had shown promise, it was the brief promise of a dud 

rocket on Guy Fawkes night. …There was nothing for me to do but 

dismantle all that elaborate scaffolding built from an older writer’s 

blueprint, write it off as apprentice work and start again at the beginning. 
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 See “The Lost Childhood” for a less critical judgment of Forster: “Of course I should be interested to 

hear that a new novel by Mr E.M. Forster was going to appear this spring…” (Essays 13). An off-stage 

novelist in The Third Man was also intended as a friendly portrait of Forster (see Introduction to The Third 

Man). 
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Never again, I swore, would I read a novel of Conrad’s—a vow I kept for 

more than a quarter of a century, until I found myself with Heart of 

Darkness in a small paddle boat traveling up a Congo tributary in 1959 

from one leper colony to another. (A Sort 212; cf. 206) 

 

In full reactionary mode, Waugh occasionally publicized his distaste for the “high 

modernists” Virginia Woolf and James Joyce.
40

 The early and private writings are more 

complex. One diary entry (September 1925) refers to an unnamed Woolf novel that “I 

refuse to believe is good” (Sykes 101; for context see Diaries 225).
41

 It is unclear 

whether this refusal indicates the conscious rejection of an undesired opinion forming 

before his eyes. In a letter to Acton (October 1928) Waugh said he was “transported” by 

Woolf’s Orlando, though he disliked the book’s self-referentiality (Letters 29).
42

 In his 

first travel book he offered more moderate praise, citing Orlando merely to refer to the 

chilly weather of February 1929, one of several reasons he gave for leaving London at the 

time (Labels 8). 

The case with T.S. Eliot is similarly complicated. Waugh had a lifelong 

fascination with “The Waste Land.” We have already noted the title and epigraph of A 

Handful of Dust. Anthony Lane hears “traces of the pub talk in ‘The Waste Land’” in the 

“cinematic clamor of competing voices” in Vile Bodies (“Waugh in Pieces”). In 

Brideshead Revisited, the unforgettable Anthony Blanche causes scandal among the 

Oxford hearties by reading poetry in public. The scandal has several sources: the tapette 

persona, the affected stuttering, the amplification by megaphone, the delivery from a 
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 Of F. Scott Fitzgerald, Waugh said in his diary that he “had never heard Fitzgerald’s name until after his 

death, after the war, when a film producer remarked that I must have been greatly influenced by him” 

(Diaries 787). 
41

 Sykes suggests Mrs. Dalloway, which had just been published. 
42

 There is a similar complaint in Waugh’s essay on Firbank: “His introduction of his own name in [various 

novels] is intolerable vieux jeu; perhaps Firbank’s sense of humour had reached a degree of sophistication 

when it could turn on itself and find the best fun of all in the doubly banal; if so it was a development 

where few will be able to follow him” (EAR 56). 
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balcony overlooking the quad, and above all the chosen text: “The Waste Land” 

(Brideshead Revisited 33).
43

 Whatever Waugh made of Blanche, this is neither 

straightforward praise for nor condemnation of the modernist poet. It is certainly more 

complicated than condemning Tony Last to read Dickens in the jungle. 

Lane also has a bit to say about Joyce and Waugh. While the older Waugh called 

Ulysses “‘gibberish’ with a hard ‘g’”, the younger Waugh “was not averse to pilfering 

any modernist techniques” that he found useful. Waugh’s early writings contain 

statements of unqualified admirations of Joyce. In a 1930 essay celebrating Henry 

Green’s Living (“a neglected masterpiece”) he describes Joyce as the exemplar and 

instructor of “modern novelists,” full stop (EAR 80-2). But Waugh eventually rejected 

Joyce. In an interview given four years before his death, Waugh was asked whether he 

“continually refine[d] and experiment[ed]” with language in his fiction. It seems an 

innocuous question. In the essay on Firbank Waugh had described “almost all” of “the 

important novels of this century” as “experiments in making an art form out of [the] raw 

material of narration” (EAR 57; cf. EAR 276). Late in his career as a reviewer and 

essayist, he could use experiment positively (EAR 634). Now approaching 60, Waugh 

replies to the interviewer with an oath. “Experiment? God forbid! Look at the results of 

experiment in the case of a writer like Joyce. He started off writing very well, then you 

can watch him going mad with vanity. He ends up a lunatic” (Jebb, “Evelyn”). In a recent 

BBC4 program, John Bowen speculates that Waugh rejected Joyce because he saw him 

as a comedic rival (“Decline and Fall”). 

                                                           
43

 Harold Acton did this at least once during Waugh’s time at Oxford. In a letter of 1958, Waugh claimed 

that Blanche (and his analogues) was more Brian Howard than Harold Acton. “There is an aesthetic bugger 

who sometimes turns up in my novels under various names—that was 2/3 Brian 1/3 Harold Acton. People 

think it was all Harold, who is a much sweeter & saner man” (Letters 505). 
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Waugh’s admiration of Ernest Hemingway deserves attention as an exception to 

these anti-modern developments, especially since Waugh routinely (and half-jokingly) 

despised Americans.
44

 In 1950 he wrote that from its initial publication, The Sun Also 

Rises seemed “startlingly brilliant”: “how it delighted and impressed us a quarter of a 

century ago!” (EAR 392).
45

 “Mr Hemingway is one of the most original and powerful of 

living writers” (EAR 391). Ten years later he remarked in his diary that the novel was “a 

revelation to me when it first came out,” and particularized his praise for “the drunken 

conversation rather than the fishing and the bullfighting” (Diaries 782). 

Waugh also admired E.M. Forster (Davis 252), though as with Graham Greene it 

was not an uncritical admiration. In the Paris Review interview, Waugh was asked, “E.M. 

Forster has spoken of ‘flat characters’ and ‘round characters’; if you recognize this 

distinction, would you agree that you created no ‘round’ characters until A Handful of 

Dust?” (Jebb, “Evelyn”).
46

 Waugh replied with characteristic confidence, “All fictional 

characters are flat. A writer can give an illusion of depth by giving an apparently 

stereoscopic view of a character—seeing him from two vantage points; all a writer can do 

is give more or less information about a character, not information of a different order.” 

Jacques Maritain would approve of Waugh’s precision. Greene’s remark about his own 
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 Routinely though not exclusively (see EAR 368 and 371). But consider the following irresistible 

exchange in Julian Jebb’s Paris Review interview: 

INTERVIEWER: Have you found any professional criticism of your work illuminating or 

helpful? Edmund Wilson, for example? 

WAUGH: Is he an American? 

INTERVIEWER: Yes. 

WAUGH: I don't think what they have to say is of much interest, do you? 

Waugh was quite familiar with Wilson’s criticism. See the dinner party story and subsequent commentary 

in Christopher Sykes, Evelyn Waugh: A Biography (383-386), as well as Waugh’s essay “Fan-Fare” (EAR 

300-304), which takes several explicit and implicit digs at Wilson. On the other hand, Waugh gave Wilson 

high praise in linking him with George Orwell as “new humanists” (EAR 305). These essays were 

published two days apart. 
45

 The Sun Also Rises was published in 1927 as Fiesta in the U.K. 
46

 For the distinction between flat and round characters, see Forster, Aspects 67ff. For other usages of the 

“round” and “dimension” in relation to characterization in Waugh’s essays, see EAR 389, 570. 
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early fiction, that “the sort of novel I was trying to write, unlike a poem, was not made 

with words but with movement, action, character,” betrays some confusion on the subject 

(A Sort 203). 

Film: a post-Victorian art 

“Talkies are boring anyhow,” says Adam Fenwick-Symes, the hero of Vile Bodies 

(121). Despite various remarks across Waugh’s writings in disparagement of 

soundtracked film, some critics see the art of cinema as formative of Waugh and 

Greene’s fictions. We have already encountered Anthony Lane’s description of the 

“cinematic clamor of competing voices” in Vile Bodies. Coming from an estimable film 

critic, this judgment is not to be discarded lightly. 

As with the prior two objections to my thesis, the idea is fundamentally true 

regarding Greene. His links to the film industry and cinema aesthetics are incontestable.
47

 

I have no independent evidence for it, but I suspect “Ida Arnold” in Brighton Rock (1938) 

is a nod to the sensual “Iva Archer” in the 1931 version of The Maltese Falcon. (In 

Hammett’s 1929 novel, Iva is less sleazy, more like the character in John Huston’s 1941 

film adaptation.) The protagonist of The Ministry of Fear (1943) murders his wife with a 

glass of poisoned milk. Did Greene get the idea from Alfred Hitchcock’s Suspicion 

(1941)?
48

 In that film Joan Fontaine fears (incorrectly) that her husband Cary Grant 

means to murder her. At one point she suspects poison in her nightly glass of milk. 

Grant’s ascent of the staircase to Fontaine’s room, carrying the drink on a tray, is a 
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 The Graham Greene Film Reader is an excellent resource for students of Greene and the movies. It 

includes many of Greene’s film reviews, essays, interviews, and a few short fictions. 
48

 Greene met Hitchcock in August of 1936. “A silly harmless clown,” he remarked in a letter to one of his 

brothers (Sherry 1:607). It should be said that Greene was feeling very ill at the time. All the same, in an 

article published several months before, he had not been kind to Hitchcock. Sherry paraphrases: “his films 

amuse, they do not excite. They give a momentary impression of great liveliness, that’s all. He’s tricky not 

imaginative” (1:590). 
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memorable and frightening sequence, in part because the filmmakers put a working light 

bulb inside the glass to make it glow against the shadowy background (Wood, Film 15). 

Greene had his first cinema experience in 1911, around age seven (Essays 14). As 

an adult he reviewed movies for the Spectator, totaling about 400 reviews in five years. 

He went on to write film treatments and screenplays. Roger Sharrock has noted the film 

montage quality of Greene’s early thriller Stamboul Train (48). Norman Sherry offers 

several similar examples (1:414-416). J.M. Coetzee, also citing Stamboul, sees other 

aspects of the “imprint of cinema” on Greene’s fiction, such as “a preference for 

observation from the outside without commentary, tight cutting from scene to scene, 

equal emphasis for the significant and the non-significant” (x-xi). One recalls the 

dispassionate description of Pinkie Brown paying his threepence and walking through the 

turnstile after murdering Hale (Brighton 20). Gene Kellogg sees Greene’s narrative eye 

as a movie camera. “Greene shifts from one person to another, one place to the next, one 

action to consequent action with a rapidity that can only be called cinematographic. The 

effect is as if Greene were swinging the boom of a huge camera” (Vital 114). Samuel 

Hynes considers Greene to be the novelist “most clearly influenced by film” in his 

generation, and in fact “the first important writer to develop a cinematic technique” 

(Introduction 3). He extols the “cinematic” first paragraphs of The Power and the Glory 

(3-4). Waugh makes a similar, incisive remark in his review of The Heart of the Matter: 

It is as though out of an infinite length of film, sequences had been cut 

which, assembled, comprise an experience which is the reader’s alone, 

without any correspondence to the experience of the protagonist. The 

writer has become director and producer. Indeed, the affinity to the film is 

everywhere apparent. It is the camera’s eye which moves from the hotel 

balcony to the street below, picks out the policeman, follows him to his 

office, moves about the room from the handcuffs on the wall to the broken 

rosary in the drawer, recording significant detail. It is the modern way of 
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telling a story. …[T]he cinema…has taught a new habit of narrative. 

Perhaps it is the only contribution the cinema is destined to make to the 

arts. (EAR 361-2) 

 

The final line captures Waugh’s distaste for talkies. He spoke very highly of Charlie 

Chaplin’s Monsieur Verdoux, saying it contained “the finest piece of acting and dramatic 

construction I have ever seen” (EAR 338). But the claim that Waugh’s own fiction is 

cinematic requires interrogation. 

Excursus: Vile Bodies 

Good manners were not much respected in the late twenties; not at any rate in the 

particular rowdy little set which I mainly frequented. 

Waugh, “Max Beerbohm” (EAR 517) 

 

Let us concentrate on Vile Bodies, the most cinematic of Waugh’s novels. 

According to the 1964 Preface, it was “totally unplanned.”
49

 The wonderful opening 

chapter describes a rough passage across the English Channel. The passengers include 

several Bright Young People, a few bright old people, a politically savvy and polyglot 

Jesuit, a former Prime Minister, the hero Adam Fenwick-Symes, the “woman evangelist” 

Mrs. Melrose Ape with her troupe of singing “angels,” and “a few ‘good sailors.’” What 

follows is part of the conversation of the overconfident passengers: 

Behind them a game of cards was in progress among the 

commercial gents. At first they had a jolly time about it, saying, “What ho, 

she bumps,” or “Steady, the Bluffs,” when the cards and glasses and ash-

tray were thrown on to the floor, but in the last ten minutes they were 

growing notably quieter. It was rather a nasty kind of hush. 

“…And forty aces and two-fifty for the rubber. Shall we cut again 

or stay as we are?” 

“How about knocking off for a bit? Makes me tired—table moving 

all the time.” 

“Why, Arthur, you ain’t feeling ill, surely?” 
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 In the 1966 Preface to Put Our More Flags, Waugh wrote similarly that he was “anxious to know how 

they [characters from previous novels] had been doing since I last heard of them.” So he “followed them 

with no preconceived plan, now knowing where I should find them from one page to the next.” 
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“Who’d have thought of old Arthur feeling ill…” 

“I ain’t feeling ill, only tired.” 

“Well, of course, if Arthur’s feeling ill…” 

“I ain’t feeling ill, I tell you. Just tired. But if you boys want to go 

on I’m not the one to spoil a game.” 

“Good old Arthur. ’Course he ain’t feeling ill. Look out for the 

cards, Bill, up she goes again.” 

“What about one all round? Same again?” 

“Same again.” 

“Good luck, Arthur.” “Good luck.” “Here’s fun.” “Down she 

goes.” 

“Whose deal? You dealt last, didn’t you, Mr. Henderson?” 

“Yes, Arthur’s deal.” 

“Your deal, Arthur. Cheer up old scout.” 

“Don’t you go doing that. It isn’t right to hit a chap on the back 

like that.” 

“Look out with the cards, Arthur.” 

“Well, what d’you expect, being hit on the back like that. Makes 

me tired.” 

“Here, I got fifteen cards.” (12-14) 

 

After the first paragraph, the influence of Firbank (“talking heads”) and Hemingway 

(“drunken conversation”) becomes clear. The speakers’ names are unimportant to the 

story, so Waugh has no reason to append them to each line. The repeated references to 

Arthur are not strictly necessary to follow the basic joke, for we could probably identify 

the queasiest among them by his protestations. Adding the name deepens the joke, 

however, for it reveals Arthur’s scapegoat function, the way his friends try to use his 

obviously increasing discomfort to hide their own.
50

 In any case, unlike Dickens’s 

parallel ordering of the Pecksniff daughters, Waugh moves from one voice to the next 

without the friction of any interrupting, extra-dialogic narratorial signals.
51

 

But is this dialogue cinematic? It is certainly not visual. Samuel Hynes says the 

“new habit of [cinematic] narrative” that we see in Greene “is not discernible in Waugh’s 
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 Perhaps of note: “Arthur” is one of Evelyn Waugh’s names as well as his father’s. 
51

 In the 1964 Preface Waugh notes, “I think I can claim that this was the first English novel in which 

dialogue on the telephone plays a large part.” 
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own writing” (Introduction 4). Borrowing a line from Waugh himself, Humphrey 

Carpenter designates narratives built out of purely dialogic conversations as “telegraphic” 

rather than cinematic. The virtue of this metaphor lies in its pure verbalism and the 

suggestion of truncation. In a letter to Henry Yorke (ca. June 1929), Waugh uses the 

phrase “telegraphic narrative” to signify “the absence of all that awful thing they call 

‘word pictures,’” and also “the way in which no appearances are described” (qtd. in 

Carpenter, BG 183, 188; for context see Letters 35).
52

 Other metaphors, such as Lane’s 

recourse to cinema and Taylor’s “talking heads,” conjure the bodies or faces of speakers 

positioned in space. 

As it turns out Carpenter practically agrees with Lane, claiming that Waugh’s 

oeuvre may have more in common with the cinema than with literature (BG 138). But 

later he points to Waugh’s own caricatures and illustrations as the origin of his fiction 

(BG 154). Carpenter also argues for an important Victorian influence on Waugh. Lewis 

Carroll’s two Alice in Wonderland books (whose illustrations by John Tenniel are almost 

as famous as the text) are a primary inspiration. Promising support for my thesis! 

Unfortunately the claim withers under scrutiny. Carpenter’s interpretations deliver 

diminishing returns when he finds Carroll behind novel after novel. It is defensible in the 

case of Vile Bodies (BG 184, 190, 201), which takes its two epigraphs from the second 

Alice book, Through the Looking-Glass (1871). We know from other writings that 

Carroll was on Waugh’s mind at the time. Remote People, the travel book published a 

year and a half after Vile Bodies, refers several times to Alice (Waugh Abroad 199, 200, 

perhaps 228). But Carpenter makes the same case for both Decline and Fall (BG 157-62) 
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 The letter concerns Green’s novel Living, which unlike the later Nothing Waugh very much enjoyed. I 

have already quoted a phrase from Waugh’s review of Living (June 1930): the novel is a “neglected 

masterpiece” and a “work of genius” (EAR 80-82). 
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and Brideshead Revisited (BG 355), and speculates that Waugh’s “Pinfold” delusions 

recalled Carroll’s religious doubts (BG 429), on which Waugh had speculated in October 

1939 (EAR 260-262). Taken singly Carpenter’s arguments are more or less convincing, 

but with the whole series in view, one begins to suspect the single-mindedness of the 

critic. The delights of The Brideshead Generation, like many a literary biography, lie in 

the historical narrative, not the criticism.
53

 

D.J. Taylor offers an interesting third way of understanding Waugh’s 

“telegraphic” or “cinematic” dialogue. In certain cases we should seek answers in the 

telescoped or truncated mode of speech characteristic of the “Guinness set,” one of the 

more aloof factions of the Bright Young People (Bright 128; Stannard 1:203-4). Bryan 

and Diana Guinness (formerly Diana Mitford, later Diana Mosley), the eponymous 

central couple, received the dedication of Vile Bodies. Some curious elocutions in the 

novel cannot be properly understood without reference to this social context. “Sheepish,” 

for instance, is mystifying in the following sentence: “He got ill and went to Kenya or 

somewhere and left his perfectly sheepish house in Hertford Street, so we’ve all gone to 

live there” (Vile 30). The reader is of course free to remain mystified, for the skin-deep 

mysteries of fashionable society form a large part of the novel’s pleasures, but Taylor 

relates that Waugh had promised to the young Jessica Mitford (age 12) to slip her pet 

lamb into the novel (Bright 129). 

Are these truncated habits of speech themselves derived from silent film? 

According to Waugh’s short story “The Balance” (more below), the “experienced 

picture-goer” makes it his practice to “deduce” full conversations in silent movies, which 

are only summarily conveyed in caption-cards (Stories EW 5). Perhaps this activity of 
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 The book also has a large and for the most part unacknowledged reliance on the Sykes biography. 
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filling in the dialogic gaps is related to the elliptic speech of the Guinness set (“too, too 

sick-making”), and by extension to the technical development of clipped dialogue in 

prose. 

Dialogue aside, even Taylor returns to film to account for parts of Vile Bodies. 

Because his subject is the antics of the Bright Young People in the late 1920s, Taylor 

draws particular attention to how, in Vile Bodies, the “action, especially in the ‘party’ 

scenes, swings violently from character to character and room to room, often in no more 

than the span of a sentence” (286). These rapid movements may or may not involve a 

series of purely visual descriptions. In parts of Chapter 1 of Vile Bodies, which cycles 

through the passengers to great comic effect, certain paragraphs contain both description 

and conversation. The effect is “cinematic” in that approximates “tight cutting from scene 

to scene” (Coetzee x). Taylor finds the same “violent swings” in other Bright Young 

People novels, for instance Beverley Nichols’s Crazy Pavements.
54

 Chapter 13 of 

Nichols’s novel describes a childhood-themed Bright Young Party. First we get a 

panoramic view of the scene, then a series of one-liners. 

The large studio was packed with men and women of all shapes 

and ages, dressed as children. Through the smoke-laden atmosphere one 

could distinguish the forms of immense women wearing “crawlers,” old 

men with paddling-drawers and shrimping nets, sophisticated, pale-faced 

girls in pinafores, an occasional young man in long clothes. For the rest, 

there were quantities of sailor suits, flimsy white skirts and jerseys. 

This amazing crowd fox-trotted and fox-trotted round the room to 

the sound of a negro jazz band, members of which were uniformly garbed 

in shorts, blue shirts and white straw hats. Everybody in the room was 

acting up to his or her part (Tanagra, moving hither and thither, like an 

anxious spectre, was seeing to that), so that the general effect was of a 

children’s party conceived by Aubrey Beardsley, executed by Benda, and 

held in one of the more obscure cafés of the Rue de Lappe. If you know 
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 Vile Bodies may, as Taylor claims, owe to Crazy Pavements a “considerable” and “inescapable” debt 

(184-5), but if so Waugh’s is certainly the superior book. 
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the Rue de Lappe, you have nothing to learn. If you do not, you would be 

wiser to avoid it. 

One heard, for instance, this sort of thing. 

1st woman (aged 53): “How old is ’oo?” 

2nd woman (aged 48): “I’m seben.” 

Tired young man. “I’m eight.” 

At this point, a gray-haired, cat-like man advances and says, “I’m 

nine.” And they all scream, and gulp more champagne, are dug in the back 

by hot elbows, and dance away together through the swaying crowd. (152-

3) 

 

Unlike Waugh, Nichols is bluntly showing off (“This amazing crowd”; “If you know the 

Rue de Lappe…”). Also unlike Waugh he prefixes generic labels to his speakers (woman 

one, woman two, etc.). Perhaps he does not trust his art to hold our attention through the 

conversation. But this is just to say that Nichols’s narrative camera lacks the rapidity and 

confidence of the cameras of Waugh, Hemingway, and Firbank.
55

 

Even if we conclude that the dialogue and description of Vile Bodies are not 

especially cinematic, we will not understand the novel without reference to cinema. Much 

of the book’s charm and comedy would be impossible without film as an art form. One 

subplot hinges on the historical fact that at the time of publication, cinema was 

undergoing the dramatic and permanent addition of standardized, recorded sound. But to 

see why this mattered to Waugh, we need to interrupt our examination of Vile Bodies and 

turn to an earlier story. 

Excursus: “The Balance” 

Between January and March of 1924, Waugh published several brief movie 

reviews in Isis, an Oxford student magazine.
56

 In 1924-5, he and several Oxford friends 
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 Graham Greene had little to do with the Bright Young People, and since he had been an avid filmgoer 

from his youth, we can probably ascribe his “cinematic” fiction directly to his experience with the movies 

and in the industry. According to the 1964 essay “Edgar Wallace,” the parties Greene attended in the late 

1920s, after the success of his first novel, were a far cry from the Bright Young debauches (Essays 169ff). 
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 Donat Gallagher reprints one of these pieces in EAR 14-15. 



57 

 

wrote, produced, and acted in a short film: The Scarlet Woman: An Ecclesiastical 

Melodrama (44 min.) (Cliffe). Film is prominent in the first piece of fiction Waugh 

published after leaving Oxford, a short story titled “The Balance: A Yarn of the Good 

Old Days of Broad Trousers and High Necked Jumpers” (1926).
57

 Sometimes it is 

characterized as a film-and-prose mash-up, an exploration of genre worthy, in theory if 

not in fact, of the name “modernist.” This goes too far, though the cinema passages are 

interesting. The story is divided into five sections: an “Introduction,” a brief note titled 

“Circumstances,” the unnamed core, a “Conclusion,” and finally a “Continuation.” The 

first and last sections follow the lives of a party of friends: sophisticated, young, wealthy. 

The central, untitled part follows the experience of Gladys and Ada, two working class 

women, as they watch a silent film. This film tells the story of Adam Doure, one of the 

characters from the bookend sections. Adam has no “balance,” for he is frustrated in love. 

As might be expected from a practiced maker and reviewer of movies, Waugh is 

familiar with both the technical aspects of cinema and the rowdy culture of silent 

moviegoing. The anonymous narrator discusses the mechanics of cinematography: “The 

screen is almost completely dark as though the film has been greatly over-exposed” 

(Stories EW 5). The narrator names players and trends in the movie industry, blending the 

voices of audience members into his analysis: “The film becomes obscure—after the 

manner of the more modern Continental studios…; fragmentary captions will not wait 

until they are read. …A voice with a Cambridge accent from the more expensive seats 
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 Few critics have capitalized on this story. Christopher Sykes calls it “the most interesting of his early 

writings” but gives it two paragraphs: “It is difficult to say what the story is about” (Evelyn Waugh 120-1). 

Which is true. Carpenter claims it has “immense autobiographical interest,” but devotes three sparse 

paragraphs to it (BG 143). He makes the nice observation that the two Adams of “The Balance” and Vile 

Bodies are suggestive of Everyman (184). Richard Eder is right to call the story a “semi-modernist mess” 

and an “interesting failure” (“Put Out More Waugh” 14). One exception is Simon Whitechapel (“Adam and 

Evelyn”). See also the later short story on film, “Excursion in Reality” (1932). 
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says, ‘Expressionismus’” (5-6, emphasis in original). The note titled “Circumstances” 

reveals a similar expertise: “The conversations in the film are deduced by the experienced 

picture-goer from the gestures of the actors; only those parts which appear in capitals are 

actual ‘captions’” (5). Thus one caption card reads, 

THE COCKATRICE CLUB 2:30 A.M. 

A CENTRE OF LONDON NIGHT LIFE. 

 

Here by contrast is one of the “deduced” passages of dialogue: 

The girl is protesting that she must go. 

“Adam, I must. Mother thinks that I went out to a theatre with you 

and your mother. I don’t know what will happen if she finds I’m not in.” 

 

Clearly Waugh’s narrator is himself an “experienced picture-goer.” Some of the 

deductions are so extended that they strain credibility. In the following sequence, we 

watch Adam’s half of a telephone conversation with the woman he loves, Imogen Quest. 

Remember that only the capitalized lines represent caption cards. 

“Good morning, Imogen.” 

“Yes, quite safely—very tired though.” 

“I can’t, Imogen—for one thing, I haven’t the money.” 

“No, you can’t afford it either. Anyway, I’m dining with Lady R. 

[Imogen’s mother] tonight. You can tell me then, surely?” 

“Why not?” 

“Who lives there?” 

“Not that awful Basil Hay?” 

“Well, perhaps he is.” 

“I used to meet him at Oxford sometimes.” 

“WELL, IF YOU’RE SURE YOU CAN PAY I’LL COME TO 

LUNCHEON WITH YOU.” 

“WHY THERE? IT’S FRIGHTFULLY EXPENSIVE.” 

“STEAK TARTARE—WHAT’S THAT?” 

… “My dear, you’ll turn into a werewolf.” 

“I should love it if you did.” 

“Yes, I’m afraid I am getting a little morbid.” 

“One-ish. Please don’t be too late—I’ve only three-quarters of an 

hour.” 

“Good-bye, Imogen.” (13-14) 
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The deductions of Gladys and Ada are more superficial than this, and sometimes 

plainly wrong, but they too are experienced moviegoers. Their less articulate 

observations provide clownish contrast to the expert narrator. It should be clear by now 

that this story, though not very good, offers a literal “cinematic clamor of competing 

voices.” Unlike Gladys, Ada, and the ‘Cambridge voice,’ the reader is not entirely at the 

mercy of the expressionist filmmaker. Form organizes the clamor. The moviegoers’ lines 

and actions are italicized, while the world of the film and the narrator’s technical 

explanations are in roman. 

Close up of the girl. 

“She’s in love with ’im.” 

Close up of Adam. 

“’E’s not in love with ’er, though, is ’e, Ada?” (9) 

 

Another disadvantage to Gladys and Ada is that they arrive at the theater after the film 

has already begun, and must consult one another throughout the show. 

“I say, Gladys, what sort of picture is this—is it comic?” 

… 

“Buster Keaton looks sad like that sometimes—don’t ’e?” 

Ada is reassured. Buster Keaton looks sad; Buster Keaton is funny. 

Adam looks sad; Adam is funny. What could be clearer? (5, 6) 

 

A few pages later Gladys and Ada are confused again: “Well, if it isn’t funny and 

it isn’t murder and it isn’t Society, what is it?” (9). They leave disappointed. So do we. 

Nevertheless this excursion has shown that Waugh was experienced in film and could 

writing something like cinematic narrative. “The Balance” sometimes reads like pre-

production storyboarding. 

Recursus: Vile Bodies 

The true importance of “The Balance” is its contribution to Vile Bodies, which 

also incorporates film into the plot. The hero in both stories is a semi-artistic Adam who 
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fails in romance. Adam Doure of “The Balance” is a painter in the making, and the 

twenty-something Adam Fenwick-Symes of Vile Bodies is trying to publish his first 

book, an autobiography. Doure loses Imogen through his genteel poverty; when the 

customs agents at Dover burn the only manuscript of his memoirs, Symes is reduced to 

penury and cannot marry Nina. By luck Symes manages to take over a gossip column. He 

puts his authorial energies to good use by inventing fashionable and aristocratic 

celebrities (Vile 155-167). To one of these inventions he gives the name of Adam 

Doure’s beloved, “Imogen Quest.” 

But these similarities are superficial. They do not reveal a substantial connection 

between the two stories. Maybe Waugh just reused names and circumstances. The plots 

and conclusions are very different. Unlike Symes, Doure restores his existential 

equilibrium (Stories EW 40). Symes’s end is comic-apocalyptic: at the close of the book 

he is exhausted after forty-eight straight hours of fighting in a world war (320). He finds 

temporary safety on the comfortable seat of a limousine, stuck axle-deep in the mud of a 

French battlefield. Of course it is also a sublimely ridiculous conclusion, for a British 

General and a prostitute (one of the evangelist’s former “angels”) are drinking 

champagne and becoming acquainted on the other bench. 

There is one significant formal connection between the two stories, and it is of 

particular interest to our question of the role of film in Waugh’s fiction. The “epicurean 

dream” sequence in the film section of “The Balance” (Stories EW 29) carries over into 

Vile Bodies, though it is modified to assume a new function. Living up to his surname, 

Adam Doure contemplates suicide after a final rejection by Imogen. He brings a bottle of 

poison to his room and locks the door. Before drinking he pauses to imagine the 
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unpleasantness his death will bring upon the house. He shares the London home with his 

parents, a sister, and a longtime family servant. “Scene of unspeakable vulgarity 

involving tears, hysteria, the telephone, the police. Fade out” (20). Unwilling to disturb 

his family in this undignified way, Doure postpones his death to enjoy one last binge at 

Oxford, a “farewell blind” (24). He will drink the poison afterwards in his hotel room. 

The thought process leading to this decision, represented by a series of “visions” on the 

movie screen, is rather curious. Here is the third and final vision. 

Another vision. 

Rome in the time of Petronius. A young patrician reclines in the 

centre of his guests. The producers have spared no effort in creating an 

atmosphere of superb luxury. The hall, as if in some fevered imagining of 

Alma Tadema, is built of marble, richly illumined by burning Christians. 

From right and left barbarian slave boys bring in a course of roasted 

peacocks. In the centre of the room a slave girl dances to a puma. Exit 

several of the guests to the vomitorium. Unborn pigs stewed in honey and 

stuffed with truffles and nightingales’ tongues succeed the peacocks. The 

puma, inflamed to sudden passion, springs at the girl and bears her to the 

ground; he stands over her, one paw planted upon her breast from which 

ooze tiny drops of blood. She lies there on the Alma Tadema marble, her 

eyes fixed upon the host in terrified appeal. But he is toying with one of 

the serving boys and does not notice her. More guests depart to the 

vomitorium. The puma devours the girl. At length, when the feast is at its 

height, a basin of green marble is borne in. Water, steaming and scented, 

is poured into it. The host immerses his hand, and a Negro woman who, 

throughout the banquet has crouched like some angel of death beside his 

couch, draws a knife from her loin cloth and buries it deep in his wrist. 

The water becomes red in the green marble. The guests rise to go, and 

with grave courtesy, though without lifting himself from the couch, he 

bids them each farewell. Soon he is left alone. The slave boys huddle 

together in the corners, their bare shoulders pressed against each other. 

Moved by savage desire, the Negress begins suddenly to kiss and gnaw 

the deadening arm. He motions her listlessly aside. The martyrs burn 

lower until there is only a faint glimmer of light in the great hall. The 

smell of cooking drifts out into the terrace and is lost on the night air. The 

puma can just be discerned licking its paws in the gloom. 

Adam lights a pipe and taps restlessly with the corner of the 

envelope [containing a suicide note] on the writing table. Then he puts the 

bottle in his pocket and unlocks the door. (20-21) 
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Here we have a fantasy quite as extended as the boisterous, roving wind at the beginning 

of Martin Chuzzlewit. While several elements are unthinkable in a Dickens novel, at least 

in this explicit manner (the human candles, the pederasty, the decadent atmosphere, the 

ennui, the animalistic sexuality), both fantasies rely on a fundamental binary structure in 

the creation of characters.
58

 In Dickens we have wind : dragon :: Seth Pecksniff : Old 

Martin Chuzzlewit, and in Waugh, puma: slave girl :: negress : patrician; though unlike 

his slave, the Roman host has either commanded or acquiesced in his own death.
59

 

Adam’s “farewell blind” is pitiful in comparison with the patrician’s, but it is the nearest 

he can come to a respectable suicide. 

In his novels Waugh does not indulge himself in this way, but the melancholy 

Roman court—abstracted and altered but still recognizable—reappears early in Vile 

Bodies. The material no longer has anything to do with film, but it remains a part of the 

hero’s meditations. On the morning after a party, Symes is breakfasting in bed: 

No kipper, he reflected, is ever as good as it smells; how this too earthly 

contact with flesh and bone spoiled the first happy exhilaration; if only 

one could live, as Jehovah was said to have done, on the savour of burnt 

offerings. He lay back in his bed thinking about the smells of food, of the 

greasy horror of fried fish and the deeply moving smell that came from it; 

of the intoxicating breath of bakeries and the dullness of buns…. He 

planned dinners of enchanting aromatic foods that should be carried under 

the nose, snuffed and thrown to the dogs…endless dinners, in which one 

could alternate flavor with flavor from sunset to dawn without satiety, 

while one breathed great draughts of the bouquet of old brandy…. Oh for 

the wings of a dove, thought Adam, wandering a little from the point as he 

fell asleep again (everyone is liable to this ninetyish feeling in the early 

morning after a party). (Vile 80-81, ellipses in original) 

 

Adam Doure imagines a vomitorium, but Adam Fenwick-Symes envisions a more 

elegant way to “dine” continually: a daylong meal composed of mere smells. These 
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 The nearest Dickens comes to such a scene is John Jasper’s visit to the opium den (Edwin Drood 3ff). 
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 For additional allusions to Petronius, whom Waugh always associated with luxury, see EAR 240, 284 

(both in reviews of Cyril Connolly), and 327. 
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dinners can be “endless” because they are “without satiety.” No sickness required. “Being 

sick” plays a large part in the novel. Agatha Runcible describes the Channel crossing as 

“too, too sick-making” (9).
60

 After Nina abandons Adam for a wealthy marriage, she 

lurches away from an airplane window: “I think I’m going to be sick” (284). I have no 

evidence that Waugh read the works of Joris-Karl Huysmans, but Symes in this 

“ninetyish” mood could be a minor Jean Des Esseintes. And so in fact could Doure, who 

owns a “remarkable library” of books with “a certain rarity,” “elaborately bound,” as well 

as various “old books of considerable value” (Stories EW 21). Des Esseintes would never 

sell his books, but he was extraordinarily wealthy; Doure must fund the blind.
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Doure’s vision took the trappings of antique paganism, but the parallel passage in 

Vile Bodies has a biblical flavor. Doure’s Roman aristocrat lights his party with the 

burning bodies of Christians, and Symes’s reverie reaches even further into the past, as he 

half-heartedly wishes he could consume food after the manner of YHWH, pleased by the 

aroma of animal sacrifice. The blasphemy contributes to the decadent tone. “Blasphemy” 

is perhaps too harsh, for Symes is barely awake, but consider the nonchalant irreverence 

in the allusion to Ps. 55:6. Here is the quotation in context: 

My heart is sore pained within me: and the terrors of death are fallen upon 

me. Fearfulness and trembling are come upon me, and horror hath 

overwhelmed me. And I said, Oh that I had wings like a dove! for then 

would I fly away, and be at rest. Lo, then would I wander far off, and 

remain in the wilderness. Selah. I would hasten my escape from the windy 

storm and tempest. (Ps. 55:4-8, KJV) 

 

The psalmist fears for his life. Symes is disappointed by his kippers. 
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 “Runcible” was coined by Edward Lear, the Victorian nonsense poet, as an adjective. It is found in, for 

instance, “The Pobble Who Has No Toes.” 
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 Like À rebours (1884), Brideshead Revisited features a jewel-encrusted tortoise. 
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Actually Symes has more than one breakfast at stake. He might truly benefit from 

wandering in the wilderness, like the psalmist. Symes too has storms to escape, at least 

according to the last line of the novel: “And presently, like a circling typhoon, the sounds 

of battle began to return” (321). With wings he could fly far from “all that succession and 

repetition of massed humanity,” all “those vile bodies” that populate the Bright Young 

World (171). The precise referent of “vile bodies” is debated. Some suggest corpus vile 

in Matthew Arnold’s Culture and Anarchy (McCartney 175n1). Others point to the Burial 

Service in the Book of Common Prayer (Stannard 1:203). Then there is the source for 

both, one of the Pauline epistles: “For our conversation is in heaven; from whence also 

we look for the Saviour, the Lord Jesus Christ: Who shall change our vile body, that it 

may be fashioned like unto his glorious body” (Phil. 3:20-21a, KJV). The constantly 

“sick” characters, Adam’s revulsion at “massed humanity,” the fantasy about smelling 

rather than eating, and even the desire for wings suggest the ancient Christian heresy of 

Manicheism, or what Jacques Maritain and Walker Percy call “angelism,” the desire to 

escape the limitations of the body. In the classical Aristotelian-Thomist tradition, the 

reason that man is “a little lower than the angels” (Heb 2:7-9, qtg. Ps. 8:5, KJV) is his 

hybridity, his combination of matter and spirit. Man is an animal, but a rational animal. In 

this passage from Vile Bodies, the striking waste of food by feeding it to the dogs (a 

mutation of the slave-eating puma in “The Balance”?) is a doomed rejection of proper 

limits. 

Symes is not the only character tempted by angelism. Most of the Bright Young 

Things are miserable, and pseudo-angels are everywhere in the novel. Mrs. Melrose 

Ape’s singing troupe is made of up “angels” in a literalistic sense, a group of young 
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women who perform revival songs in winged costumes (2). At the customs office the 

girls are asked whether they have anything to declare. “Wings.” But “have you wore 

them?” An affirmative answer clears them for entry (20).
62

 Symes, as we have seen, is 

not so lucky at customs; in addition to his memoir, he is forced to forfeit his copy of the 

Purgatorio, a book that might be called “a little lower than the angels.” The doltish 

officers think it French and (therefore) pornographic (22). Here at least are a few 

characters free of angelist tendencies. Two of the Bright Young People’s favorite words 

are “divine” as an adjective and “angel” as a pet name. Nina is angelist toward the act of 

sex. After her first encounter, “All this fuss about sleeping together. For physical pleasure 

I’d sooner go to my dentist any day” (122). Though Nina and Adam make love again 

several paragraphs later, she remains skeptical: “Still she maintained that it made one feel 

very ill at first, and she doubted if it was worth it” (122-3). In one of those interruptions 

to which the young author is sometimes inclined, the narrator remarks, “like so many 

people of their age and class, Adam and Nina were suffering from being sophisticated 

about sex before they were at all experienced” (123).
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 Ineluctably drawn to the very 

human pleasure of sexual intercourse, they foul up the experience by a (bestial) rejection 

of marital strictures and (angelist) pseudo-intellectualism. Mr Outrage, who is in and out 

of the Prime Minister’s office throughout the novel, thinks to himself, for initially 

indiscernible reasons, “Was Mr. Outrage an immortal soul…had he wings, was he free 

and unconfined, was he born for eternity?” (181). Outrage fosters a reputation for vitality 

that earns him the nickname “Right Honourable Rape” (5, 6, 183). But even here there is 
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 The girls seem to have no luggage. Lady Metroland will shortly start recruiting among them for her 
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angelism: “if the truth were known, he displayed a notable diffidence and the liability to 

panic” in his liaisons (5). His fantasies are never consummated (10, 20, 47, 56-59, 176-

177, 181-182, 184). With all this emphasis on angels, the key difference between the 

meditations of Doure and Symes seems to be the imagined mode of escape. Suicide or 

rejection of human nature: which is more desperate? 

The introduction of standardized soundtracks to film between “The Balance” and 

Vile Bodies was a severe blow to Waugh. Perhaps he retained and transformed Doure into 

Symes but eliminated the film aspect because talkies “set back by twenty years the one 

vital art of the century” (Labels 8). Deductions are no longer required of moviegoers. 

Perhaps Waugh enjoyed the interpretive challenge more than the moving images. 

But we are not finished with film in Vile Bodies. This novel contains the next 

“experienced picture-goer” in the Waugh canon: Nina’s wonderfully selfish father, 

Colonel Blount of Doubting Hall.
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 The colonel is an early study for John Plant’s father 

in Work Suspended and Charles Ryder’s father in Brideshead Revisited. Both the colonel 

and Mr Ryder read over their meals and gain the “victory” in every conversation with the 

protagonist, especially over money (Vile 212; Brideshead 63ff). But they occupy their 

leisure hours rather differently. Mr Plant paints for pleasure and profit, Mr Ryder pores 

over ancient manuscripts, and the colonel goes to the movies (91). Unimpressed by 

Symes, who asks for £1000 to get started on life and marry his daughter, Blount gives 

him a check signed “Charlie Chaplin” (109). 
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 Or “Doubting ’All” in the aitch-dropping speech of Adam’s taxi driver (86). Stannard thinks the phrase 

parodies John Bunyan’s Doubting Castle (1:199n43). The nearer and tighter referent is Mr. Prendergast 
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Testament miracles or the consecration of Archbishop Parker. I’d been taught how to explain all those 

while I was at college. No, it was something deeper than all that. I couldn’t understand why God had made 

the world at all” (38). The Doubting Hall scenes adapt material from another early short story, “A House of 

Gentlefolks” (Stories EW 44-54). 
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We even get to watch a movie in Vile Bodies (298ff). Like The Scarlet Woman 

and the movie in “The Balance,” this film too is silent—though with a difference. Talkies 

have transformed the industry and Waugh indulges his displeasure with satire. Colonel 

Blount’s enthusiasm for the movies develops into an investment. He permits a historical 

biopic of John Wesley to be shot on his property (197ff.). According to the promotional 

materials, this is no normal talkie but an “All-Talkie super-religious film” produced by 

The Wonderfilm Company of Great Britain (202). (I hear an allusion to the United 

Metropolitan Improved Hot Muffin and Crumpet Baking and Punctual Delivery 

Company in Nicholas Nickleby. Both companies and products are farcical.) The 

screening of the film, “A Brand from the Burning,” is marred by mechanical problems, 

including the absence of the soundtrack. The colonel is showing the film at a neighbor’s 

house and lacks the equipment for playing the record. 

Even worse, the colonel has awful taste. “A Brand from the Burning” is terrible in 

design and execution, an utterly “bogus” cultural artifact.
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 As in “The Balance,” Waugh 

discusses the movie like a technician. In the description of the first scenes, the frames 

showing title and credits are signaled by capital letters. 

“Now,” said the Colonel, and sure enough there appeared in small 

and clear letters the notice, “THE WONDERFILM COMPANY OF 

GREAT BRITAIN PRESENTS.” This legend, vibrating a good deal but 

without other variation, filled the screen for some time (“Of course, I shall 

cut the caption’s [sic] a bit before it’s shown commercially,” explained the 

Colonel) until its place was taken by “EFFIE LA TOUCHE IN.” This 

announcement was displayed for practically no time at all; indeed they had 

scarcely had time to read it before it was whisked away obliquely. 
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 “Bogus” is another key term for the Bright Young People in the novel: 

“Who’s Archie Schwert?” asked Adam. 

“Oh, he’s someone new since you went away. The most bogus man. Miles 

discovered him, and since then he’s been climbing and climbing and climbing, my dear, 

till he hardly knows us. He’s rather sweet really, only too terribly common, poor darling.” 

(29, emphasis in original) 
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(“Damn,” said the Colonel. “Skidded.”) There followed another long 

pause, and then: 

“A BRAND FROM THE BURNING, A FILM BASED ON THE 

LIFE OF JOHN WESLEY.” 

(“There,” said the Colonel.) 

“EIGHTEENTH CENTURY ENGLAND.” 

There came in breathless succession four bewigged men in fancy 

costume, sitting round a card table. There were glasses, heaps of money 

and candles on the table. They were clearly gambling feverishly and 

drinking a lot. (“There’s a song there really,” said the Colonel, “only I’m 

afraid I haven’t got a talkie apparatus yet.”) Then a highwayman holding 

up the coach which Adam had seen; then some beggars starving outside 

Doubting Church; then some ladies in fancy costume dancing a minuet. 

Sometimes the heads of the dancers would disappear above the top of the 

pictures; sometimes they would sink waist deep as though in a quicksand; 

once Mr. Isaacs appeared at the side in shirt sleeves, waving them on. 

(“I’ll have him out,” said the Colonel.) (299-300) 

 

The poor quality is unsurprising, for the director never inspired much confidence. 

Colonel Blount, who without difficulty saw through the feckless Adam, is too dazzled by 

the silver screen to see the movie’s faults. In fact, he buys it for at least £4000 (312), four 

times the amount Symes requested to marry Nina. In a half-innocent attempt to recoup 

his losses, the colonel repeats the director’s original pitch to Symes almost verbatim 

(202-206, 311-312). 

Conclusion 

At the start of this chapter I quoted the mature Waugh as saying that the artist 

“must be a reactionary,” and must “stand out against the tenor of the age and not go 

flopping along.” I omitted the next line: “Even the great Victorian artists were all anti-

Victorian, despite the pressures to conform.” The sentence takes us through two distinct 

thoughts. Waugh admits the implausibility of an artistic credo that seems inapplicable to 

a rather important portion of craftsmen, the Victorians (“the pressures to conform”). 

Sometimes in popular and academic discourse the Victorian novelists are imagined as 
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fatuous in their politics and wholly complicit in Empire, industrial capitalism, and (we 

might add, though Waugh would not) socially-systemic male chauvinism. But then 

Waugh insists that his rule actually does apply to the Victorians, at least to the truly 

“great” among them. He does not defend the claim, so it remains an assertion rather than 

an argument. But in this dissertation, where the question concerns the influence of 

Victorian artists on Waugh and Greene’s fictions, the truth about the Victorians sub 

species aeternitatis is less important than our authors’ conception of them. 

The astute interviewer pushes back against Waugh’s assertion by (most 

fortuitously for my purposes) pointing to Dickens. “But what about Dickens? Although 

he preached social reform he also sought a public image.” Waugh replies, “Oh, that’s 

quite different. He liked adulation and he liked showing off. But he was still deeply 

antagonistic to Victorianism.” The “complex genius” of Dickens “magnetizes” and 

inspires writing (EAR 447). It is the complexity of the novelists and poets discussed in 

this dissertation that protects my thesis against these initial objections, even if Waugh 

told Paris Review that he would have been happy to live not in the Victorian era, but in 

the seventeenth century (“the time of greatest drama and romance”) or the age of Aquinas 

(“I might have been happy in the thirteenth century, too”).
66
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champion of Post-Impressionism, who wrote of ‘the adorable century’, not I, whose preferences are for the 

thirteenth or the fourth” (EAR 442) 
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Chapter 2: Theories of the English Catholic literary renaissance 

Waugh’s Catholicism…is not Cartesian; it is not Jansenistic. It is self-critical in the way 

Catholicism should be (and was in Chaucer or Dante). Waugh belongs in this sense to the 

tradition of such men as Chesterton, Watkin, and Gill…. 

William J. Grace, “Evelyn Waugh as a Social Critic” 36 

 

Graham Greene and Evelyn Waugh cannot be called “Victorian novelists” in any 

natural sense of the phrase. Both were born several years after the queen’s death. They 

departed from Victorian modes of novel writing and sometimes explicitly mocked 

Victorian culture and fiction. Various post-Victorian novelists had important, even 

defining impacts on their fiction. They mined the new and evolving art of the cinema in 

search of new subjects and (at least in the case of Greene) new ways of writing. 

Nevertheless like most good readers, Waugh and Greene had “catholic” literary tastes. 

They enjoyed novels by all sorts of novelists from the eighteenth, nineteenth, and 

twentieth centuries, and sometimes this reading experience was digested, reflected on, 

and incorporated into their own novels. 

Over the last sixty years, a number of critics have placed Greene and Waugh in an 

overtly religious literary tradition, the “English Catholic literary renaissance,” which is 

conceived as part of an international cultural phenomenon spanning the late nineteenth 

and early-to-mid twentieth centuries. The following literature review summarizes and 

critiques several of these arguments. Two caveats: I have only read criticism in English, 

and my emphasis is on England and France. 

“Woman is the cross”: Conor Cruise O’Brien 

One early and deservedly venerated assessment of the literary wing of the 

Catholic renaissance is Conor Cruise O’Brien’s Maria Cross: Imaginative Patterns in a 
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Group of Catholic Writers (1952). The first page announces the author’s interest in “the 

imaginative worlds” of his subjects’ works (ix). O’Brien selected these eight writers 

simply because he enjoyed their books. In this respect Maria Cross is unlike the other 

critical analyses discussed in this chapter. O’Brien devotes one chapter to each writer. 

His novelists, in this order, are François Mauriac (1885-1970), Georges Bernanos (1888-

1948), Greene (1904-1991), Seán O’Faoláin (1900-1991), and Waugh (1903-1966). Léon 

Bloy (1846-1917), the author of two novels, also receives a chapter, but O’Brien rightly 

gives more attention to his non-fiction (theological and political polemic). O’Brien’s 

poets are Charles Péguy (1873-1914) and Paul Claudel (1868-1955). 

Mauriac, one of whose characters from Le Désert de l’amour (1925) supplies 

O’Brien with his title, has the first, longest chapter. The final, summative chapter is also 

titled “Maria Cross.” In light of the centrality of Mauriac to O’Brien’s thesis, not to 

mention Mauriac’s association with Jacques Maritain and Graham Greene, I will 

concentrate on these two bookend chapters. The Mauriac chapter has three parts. In Part 

I, O’Brien observes that in Mauriac’s pre-1928 novels, the operations of divine grace are 

present but “remote,” and their “expressions [are] little more than symbols.” Sin, on the 

other hand, “is intoxicatingly present, even in the smell of flowers or of fire” (5). “The 

pagan D.H. Lawrence, who made a cult of sex and sun, never evoked them with anything 

like the dangerous power of the Christian Mauriac.” 1928 was a turning point in 

Mauriac’s career because it was then that Maritain confronted the novelist, in print, over 

a “connivance with evil” in his fiction (A&P 64). O’Brien describes the typical Catholic 

critic at the time as feeling apprehensive of Mauriac’s apparent familiarity (an “alarming 

degree of insight”) with carnal love, meaning of course disordered or sinful carnal love 
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(26). Here is the concern in Maritain’s words (characteristically digging below surface 

anxieties toward causes): “I fear that there is in Mauriac a kind of Manicheism, the 

primary cause of his torments. He is very near imagining, as Gide does, that the devil 

collaborates in every work of art, and that of itself the novel is a complicity with evil” 

(A&P 65). While Maritain forcefully denies that there is any necessary diabolism in the 

making of art (cf. A&S 65), he does admit that in the end, one can and must choose 

between two masters. “Wherever there is not the grace of Christ, the prince of this world 

occupies the place. And art is the flower and perfection of this world” (A&P 66).
67

 

Mauriac accepted Maritain’s diagnosis (O’Brien 6-7, 31). Sartre’s critique of Mauriac—

beginning with the famous line that neither God nor Mauriac is a novelist—was soon to 

come (32). 

Part II of the first chapter mines Mauriac’s novels and stories in search of a 

biographical source for his art. O’Brien discovers a number of deeply troubled 

relationships with mothers, and informs us that Mauriac’s own mother was “an emotional 

storm-centre and an insoluble dilemma” (16). In O’Brien’s reading, these fictional 

mothers are the “crosses” of their sons; maternal piety leaves a painful but possibly 

sanctifying impression on their sons. Mauriac’s “imaginative world” is “matricentric”; 

fathers have no corresponding influence; in fact they are virtually absent (21). Mauriac’s 

own father died before his second birthday (12). 

The third part of the chapter is appropriately titled “The Catholic and the 

Novelist,” for it synthesizes the first two parts to claim that Mauriac’s “peculiar 

greatness” lies in his “combination of sensuality” (Part I) and “religious feeling” (Part II) 
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(26). This section also recounts the arguments with which Mauriac defended his pre-1928 

fiction. The most formidable of these arguments is the notion that “all love is 

fundamentally the same, that there are ‘no “loves,” only one love’” (28). This is not a 

Platonic “ladder of love” whereby the lover ascends from lower loves to higher loves, 

terminating ultimately in the Summum Bonum. Instead the idea is that “the love of a 

woman, the love of a cause, the love of your mother, are all, in so far as they are love at 

all, the love of God.” The mother is the archetypal sanctifying agent, but apparently 

“Maria Cross” can be many things and persons at the same time. One must not envision 

either a three-dimensional ladder or a two-dimensional series of concentric rings. There is 

no clear image for what Mauriac has in mind, though perhaps O’Brien comes close when 

he refers to the lover’s “movement” from one love to another as if “through many 

gradations of consciousness and a shimmering veil of confusion” (28). To O’Brien this is 

a “glorious confusion” (31), and I am inclined to agree, at least in a work of fiction; it 

might make for complications in everyday life. The chapter concludes with a reading of 

Le Désert de l’amour and a survey of Mauriac’s subsequent (and according to O’Brien 

and Sartre, lesser) fictions (6-7, 31-33, 211). 

O’Brien has an admirably nuanced critical eye and a fine prose style, and he is 

cautious and precise in most of his claims. He warns us not to apply his generalizations 

beyond his eight writers, nor to apply each claim equally among them (ix). This 

limitation helps him to avoid advocating a false “theory of the Catholic novel,” and 

partially accounts for the book’s endurance. Yet he does attempt some synthesis in the 

final chapter. His writers share and revisit several themes. “The two essential elements in 
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the work of a Catholic imaginative writer” are “corruption and the cross” (209).
68

 He 

explains “corruption” as referring to three distinct “exiles”: an exile from “modernity” 

(213), an exile from reason (“a pure dislike of reasoners,” “anti-rationality”) (215), and 

an “exile from childhood.” The first exile is clear enough. The third exile is the least 

pleasant of the three, and the most diverse in its articulations, for it includes “the longing 

for the conditions of the womb” in Bloy and the poets, “nostalgic narcissism” in Waugh, 

incestuous characterization in Mauriac, childhood stories in Greene, etc. (224-5). 

The second exile (“anti-rationality”) must be handled carefully to avoid 

misunderstanding. O’Brien sees in his subjects an opposition not to reason as such, but to 

rationalism, to “the modern Philistine who applies such principles as he possesses in a 

rigid, mechanical, and linear fashion,” to “the man for whom imagination is always 

irrelevant to reason,” to “the man who…thinks he has spoken most reasonably” (216). 

O’Brien sees as the true enemies of his Catholic writers those arch-philistines of Matthew 

Arnold’s generation, the positivists or “scientific puritan[s]” (217). 

O’Brien also dilates upon “the cross,” the second essential element of the Catholic 

imagination. As in the Christian religion, the cross in the Catholic novel is 

simultaneously an unfathomable horror and the unique solution to the problems of 

corruption and exile. The strangeness of O’Brien’s argument is revealed in the title of the 

book, for he sees in his subjects a conception of the cross as feminine, a “female cross.” 

Theodore Fraser, a critic of the Catholic novel discussed later in this chapter, paraphrases 

O’Brien’s idea: “the fictional clash is embodied as a physical encounter of the male 

protagonist with…a kind of Eve whose other face is Mary” (Modern xvii). “Woman is 
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the cross,” says Bloy, whose beloved Anne-Marie Roulé, a prostitute turned seer, ended 

up the madhouse (Coobes; O’Brien 230); “man remains nailed to his mother” after the 

fashion of Mauriac (233); Major Scobie’s twin crosses are “female and sentient—

Louise—Helen” (234). Sentient crosses suffer as much if not more than the crucified 

victim. O’Brien convincingly finds the female cross in six of his eight writers. His 

arguments for Waugh and Bernanos (235-238) are strained and unconvincing. 

Also worthy of quotation, if for no other reason than its chutzpah, is O’Brien’s 

answer to the question of why these writers were attracted to Catholicism rather than 

protestantism. 

Why, admitting that they are disposed to be Christians, should such 

writers as Mr. Waugh and Mr. Greene choose to be Catholics rather than 

Protestants? Modern Protestantism, which is dead from the waist down, 

which conceals the cross, refuses devotion to the Mother of God, ignores 

the Communion of Saints, lays its emphasis on the reasonable rather than 

the mysterious, has obviously nothing to offer to imaginations like these. 

(238-239) 

 

The reference to reason at the end of this quotation is an occasion to remark on a 

systemic defect in O’Brien’s analysis, which alters for the worse our estimation of the 

“second exile” (“anti-rationality”). O’Brien often betrays confusion—not a glorious 

confusion—about the nature of human intellect. He makes incautious pronouncements 

about the relations of reason and emotion, and their roles in the making of art. This 

becomes evident early in the book. 

Often, as in Les Anges noirs (an unconvincing tale of diabolic possession), 

[Mauriac] seems to be attempting the hopeless task of building a novel on 

an abstraction, the part of faith that is intellectual, not that which is 

emotional. 

The truth seems to be that, by the time he came to write La 

Mystère Frontenac, he had accepted an intellectual, and therefore false, 

solution to an emotional dilemma. “It is in proportion,” he wrote in his 

diary,” as will enters into my work (through scruple, fear of scandal, et 
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cetera) that I feel myself threatened.” He knew in his heart that the heart 

cannot be “purified.” (11-12) 

 

O’Brien is perfectly right to distinguish between reason and emotion, for they are not 

identical. He is also right to say that intellectual propositions are a poor salve for 

emotional problems. I will not blame him for preferring Freud to St Thomas.
69

 But even 

on O’Brien’s terms this argument makes little sense. O’Brien and the scholastics would 

agree that the emotions are less abstract than intellections, in the sense that they are 

“psychosomatic” rather than purely mental (Magee). But art is the product of mind, and 

accessed by the mind as well as the senses). What makes the emotions, or the “emotional 

part of faith,” when explicitly considered apart from the intellect, a good foundation for 

“building a novel”? Abstracted from their human context and from one another, neither 

‘heart’ nor ‘head’ is a reliable foundation for good art. 

Consider too O’Brien’s treatment of the diary evidence. The parenthetical list 

refers to various external considerations that can, if permitted, “threaten” Mauriac 

through the deformation of his art. “Will” appears to mean Mauriac’s accession to this 

distortion, his caving to temptations that spell disaster for art. This, we are told, means 

that Mauriac despaired of moral purity. I do not see despair in this diary entry, but 

whether or not Mauriac despaired, and whatever precisely he meant by this sentence, it 

does not refer to either pole of O’Brien’s analysis, “intellectual solution” or “emotional 
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 In Thomas, will and intellect are the two unique powers of the rational soul. Humans are the only animals 

possessing a rational soul. Hence the classic definition of man as the rational animal. The will is “rational,” 

and this is presumably what O’Brien means by “intellectual.” But relative to the intellect (properly so 

called), the will is concrete rather than abstract, for it belongs to the province of practical action (what shall 

I do?), rather than the province of rational speculation (what can I know?). To a Thomist it makes little 

sense to call the will “abstract.” I am not sure what O’Brien means by “emotion,” but for the Thomist, the 

emotions belong to the sensitive soul rather than the rational or vegetative soul. The immaterial soul in the 

human person possesses all three grades or kinds of soul, or rather all three classes of powers. For more see 

the glossary in Chapter 4. 
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problem.” Intellect, reason, will, emotion—all are implicated in the making of an 

artwork. These terms require delicate and precise application, but O’Brien is reckless.
70

 

In short, O’Brien should have read more Maritain. He actually did read some 

Maritain, but here again imprecision mars the analysis. When he writes that Maritain 

“formally condemned the idea of demonic collaboration” (211), the adverb might slide by 

unnoticed. But of course Maritain didn’t formally condemn anything; he was no authority 

or judge with the power to do so. O’Brien probably means that Maritain offered reasons 

for denying the necessity of collaboration with the devil in the writing of a novel, which 

seems unobjectionable even if we deny the fiend’s existence. O’Brien’s argument turns 

laughable when he equates “parody and critique” in “modern literature” with this same 

diabolical collaboration. The most awkward postures are sometimes adopted when one 

retains a (supposedly) demystified religion. 

What does O’Brien make of the two subjects of this dissertation? His chapter on 

Greene, which is almost twice the length of his chapter on Waugh, is devoted entirely to 

The Heart of the Matter. It is the only chapter in the book to focus on one text, and we 

should be grateful for the exception, for it contains a number of keen insights. Turning to 

Waugh, we run into another problem in Maria Cross, which will recur all too often in 

later critics of the Catholic novel. O’Brien has wonderful things to say about Greene, but 

he does not understand Waugh. He does not believe in Waugh’s religion: “The main 

emotional constituent of Mr. Waugh’s religion—using the term in a wide sense—is a 

deep English romanticism” (110). After asserting quite sensibly that one ought not to 

confuse Waugh with his hero Tony Last, O’Brien does exactly that (110). We might give 
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 For questionable deployments of an intellect/emotion binary, see 23, 24, 25, 28, 32, 53, 80, etc., 229, 

230, 238. The repetition mars his often fine criticism. For more defensible usages, see portions of 32-34, 

and 50. 
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the benefit of the doubt if O’Brien did not repeat the error elsewhere (119, 235-6).
71

 

Waugh was certainly a snob, but to classify the “emotional” core of his religion as 

“romantic” is false, especially when we recall O’Brien’s confusion about intellect and 

emotion.
72

 The claim morphs into something worse, for O’Brien takes this ‘romantic 

emotion’ to be the core of Waugh’s politics (114) and his religion: “the Catholicism of 

Mr. Waugh, and of certain other writers, is hardly separable from a personal romanticism 

and a class loyalty” (115). O’Brien does not mention Mauriac’s interesting self-defense 

when he writes that “In Mr. Waugh’s theology, the love of money is not only not the root 

of all evil, it is a preliminary form of the love of God” (116), but he clearly sees both 

novelists’ religion as “emotional” in his problematic sense. Waugh is a “rearguard 

Catholic” whose “piety” is “intense romantic and exclusive.” At one point, O’Brien 

grants that Waugh “took [a] decisive step, from romanticism to the acceptance of dogma” 

(118), but immediately vitiates the concession by distinguishing between Waugh’s 

“private religion” and his “superimposed Catholicism.” Externally a Catholic, on the 

inside Waugh is a barbaric elitist, “much as newly converted pagans are said to 

superimpose a Christian nomenclature on their ancient cults of trees and thunder” (119). 

Catholic Romantics: Albert Sonnenfeld 

“Don Quixote is with us still” (Sonnenfeld, “Twentieth” 405). About a dozen 

years after O’Brien’s book, Albert Sonnenfeld presented Miguel de Cervantes’s great 

hero as a symbol of the Catholic novelists. Unlike O’Brien, who discussed eight Catholic 

writers whose books he enjoyed, Sonnenfeld makes a historical argument. He posits the 
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 Describing the rigorous environment and stifling effect of the young Waugh’s education, O’Brien writes 

that “cream and dappled unicorns clearly have no place at a [British] public school” (119). “Cream and 

dappled unicorns” is a phrase from A Handful of Dust. Cf. 122-123. 
72

 I have already quoted, when discussing the Mauriac chapter, the formula about combining “sensuality” 

and “religious feeling” (26). Could it be that O’Brien reduces religion to feeling? Surely not. 
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existence of a Catholic Romantic tradition stretching from Chateaubriand (b. 1768) and 

Novalis (b. 1772) to the middle of the twentieth century. Conor Cruise O’Brien 

characterized Waugh’s religion as “deeply English” and “romantic,” but Sonnenfeld see 

romanticism as the hallmark of all Catholic novelists. The Catholic novel is 

fundamentally “a reaction to disorder and the threat of imminent chaos,” and envisions 

the restoration of an “old order” of culture and society—by which Sonnenfeld means a 

medieval order (388). “The modern Catholic novelists…long for a simple, orderly world, 

for the world of childhood and of childhood fantasies” (391).
73

 Where O’Brien sees eight 

writers exiled from their past, Sonnenfeld sees an entire literary movement of nostalgic 

exiles. 

It is a simplistic argument. While G.K. Chesterton was in some respects deluded 

about the Middle Ages, the same cannot be said of Georges Bernanos, Evelyn Waugh, or 

Graham Greene. The splenetic Léon Bloy has one of his more outrageous characters call 

“the Middle Ages” “a vast church such as we shall never more see till God returns upon 

earth” (The Woman Who Was Poor 138); but not even Bloy sought truth and virtue in a 

time period (136-7). Sonnenfeld’s essay does not seem altogether serious, and lively 

prose in an academic essay is all too infrequent, so perhaps we should not be critical. But 

some of his cavalier claims seem sincere: “The post-war Catholic Renascence in the 

German novel is largely an attempt to come to grips with the problem of national guilt 

during World War II. One must obviously go through the Inferno before reaching the 

Paradiso” (401). Oh, obviously. 
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 Cf. Martin Green: “In the nineteenth century this Catholic sensibility was quite recognizably and even 

crudely a species of Romanticism. These novelists’ work usually belonged within the Romantic sub-

species, Satanic melodrama; rhetorical in language, violent in action, bitter and extremist in spirit” (qtd. in 

Bergonzi, “Conspicuous” 48). 
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More important than the injudicious tone is Sonnenfeld’s basic misreading of 

Waugh, from A Handful of Dust (1934) to the Sword of Honour trilogy (1952-61). 

O’Brien tried to distinguish between Waugh and Tony Last, but Sonnenfeld writes that 

“the dust in A Handful of Dust is what is left of the past” (392-3). Given Sonnenfeld’s 

definition of the Catholic novelist, we can see that he thinks Waugh admires Tony. “The 

hero [is] appropriately christened Tony Last” (393, emphasis in original). But Tony is not 

the last remaining representative of an “old order” which the author longs to see restored. 

Perhaps Sonnenfeld realizes the problem, for he admits that Tony’s estate is a false relic, 

a fabricated medievalism with “factitious splendor” (393).
74

 But he misses the depth of 

Waugh’s critique of Tony Lat. Sonnenfeld calls Tony “an explorer in quest of…the 

fortified city of the heraldic past” (393)—just another deluded Romantic. He must be the 

only critic in all of history who, in discussing A Handful of Dust, fails to mention Tony’s 

gruesome, Dickensian doom. 

Of Brideshead Revisited, Sonnenfeld writes it is “no accident” that Waugh used 

“Et in Arcadia ego” as the title of one section of the novel (391). The Catholic Romantic 

couldn’t help referring to Arcadia; the allusion reveals the siren call of his “childhood 

fantasies.” There are two problems with this claim. First, Waugh’s use of the phrase is 

deliberate and by no means uncritical. The middle-aged Charles Ryder who narrates the 

novel invites us to carefully examine his past to discern the close interweaving of its 

sacred and profane elements (cf. the novel’s subtitle). The critical spirit is necessary 

because Ryder’s present-tense self sees the past differently. More importantly, “Et in 
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 A genuine specimen of medieval architecture might have been less pure than the Victorian Hetton 

Abbey, for “the architects of the Middle Ages did not restore ‘in the style,’ like [Eugène] Viollet-le-Duc. If 

the choir of a Romanesque church was destroyed by fire, they rebuilt it in Gothic, without further thought” 

(Maritain, A&S 50-1). 
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Arcadia Ego” is not “nostalgic” at all, but chilling. Book One is indeed “arcadian” or 

“edenic,” but the mature narrator, who lives in the timestream of the Prologue and 

Epilogue, realizes that despite the loveliness of the past, he was, not to put too fine a 

point upon it, spiritually dead. As in the Poussin painting, Death is the “ego” which is 

also in Arcadia (see Brideshead 42).
75

 This Eden is not without its serpent. Young Ryder 

was too preoccupied with the Marchmains to realize this, and his ignorance continues 

deep into Book Two, in fact until the climax of the novel. But Sonnenfeld sees nothing 

but snobbery and a naïve veneration of the past, in this case the immediate rather than the 

medieval past, since the Brideshead mansion (unlike Hetton Abbey) was not built from 

scratch and “in the style” of the past, but from the stones of the original Brideshead 

Castle. Did the fraught political climate of the 1930s and 40s make inevitable the class-

based critique of Brideshead Revisited? Were all the defenses of Hooper and the 

incredulous rejections of Lord Marchmain’s deathbed reversion irresistible for extra-

literary reasons? 

Most tellingly, Sonnenfeld’s analysis of Waugh has nothing to say about divine 

grace. Perhaps he failed to notice the title of Brideshead’s Book Two, “A Twitch upon 

the Thread.” The relevance of the phrase is right on the surface of the narrative. It comes 

from a Father Brown tale that Lady Marchmain reads aloud to the family (133, 220, 223). 

If the “twitch” of Book Two invites us to reconsider the “ego” of Book One and suggests 

that God too walked in the Arcadian garden, calling to Ryder through Sebastian and Julia 

(and to other characters by other means), then we have merely returned to the complexity 

of the novel’s subtitle. To put it another way, if before his conversion Ryder considered 
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 In a review of a collection of essays written in 1943, shortly before he composed Brideshead, Waugh 

writes, “I enjoy Poussin and not Picasso” (EAR 275). 
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Sebastian to be “the forerunner” for Julia (257), the Christian Ryder realizes that Julia 

herself was but an erotic step on the ladder to divine love. 

Sonnenfeld is more reliable, if also more brief, on Greene (and Bernanos). While 

still puzzlingly inattentive—he thinks for instance that the whiskey priest in The Power 

and the Glory is married (400), and that the hagiographical book on “the martyr Juan” is 

a “gloss” rather than a foil for the whiskey priest (401)—he recognizes the psychological 

importance to Greene of exotic locales, and of siding with the victims, the disreputable, 

the failures. 

Fifteen years later Sonnenfeld published a collection of six essays on the same 

subject: Crossroads: Essays on the Catholics Novelists (1982). The first chapter (“Don 

Quixote and the Romantic Reactionaries”) revises the 1965 essay. His story has not 

substantially changed, except that he is more certain of the imminent death of the 

Catholic novel. “Miss Jean Brodie is no longer in her prime” (xix). Chapter Two is a 

fascinating discussion of the problem of representing the supernatural in fiction—

insurmountable, in Sonnenfeld’s opinion—and the remaining chapters focus on one 

author each (Bernanos, Flannery O’Connor, Heinrich Böll, and Greene). In light of the 

opinions expressed in the 1965 essay, Waugh’s absence is unsurprising. The Bernanos 

and Greene chapters are fantastic. Titled “Children’s Faces,” the Greene chapter 

examines the corruption of children in Brighton Rock and The Heart of the Matter. 

Unfortunately Sonnenfeld’s strengths are marred by an embarrassing triumphalism: “The 

inexorable forward march of History” (vii-viii, capital in original), “the hopelessly 

retrograde historical vision of a Percy or a Bernanos” (viii), “the deluded hopes of the 
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Council of Trent” (1), “our Catholics novelists [are fighting against] time itself” (9-10), 

etc. Of course, from a sociological or quantifiable perspective, Sonnenfeld has a point: 

The subject of priestly temptation, whether by libido sentendi [sic] or 

libido sciendi, is, as the works of Barbey d’Aurevilly show, a magnificent 

subject for Catholic fiction. But the subject has quickly become 

domesticated as priests get married and become ex-priests and even get 

divorced and become ex-husbands. Instead of the fierce inner struggle of a 

modern St. Anthony against concupiscence, we are now, likely as not, to 

have a drama of adulterous temptations à la John Updike. (ix) 

 

Then again, sometimes “quantitative judgments don’t apply” (Waugh, The End of the 

Battle 8). 

This “extra muros” critic (viii, xix, 9, 25) clearly sympathizes more with the 

“spirit of Vatican II” Catholicism than with the council’s orthodox interpreters. 

Sonnenfeld can strike a fine phrase (of Bernanos, “We will see hairshirts aplenty” [16]), 

and has impressive powers of memory and synthesis. His condescension to those who 

remain intra muros would be bearable if he did not also make basic factual errors. In 

Crossroads he still thinks Greene’s whiskey priest is married, repeating the error twice 

(xvi, 22). 

Opposition, Convergence, Confluence: Gene Kellogg 

Gene Kellogg’s The Vital Tradition: The Catholic Novel in a Period of 

Convergence was published a few years after the conclusion of Vatican II. Unlike 

Sonnenfeld he is an “intramural” critic. Focusing on French, English, and American 

novelists but rightly emphasizing France, Kellogg represents a mean between Conor 

Cruise O’Brien and Theodore Fraser (discussed below), in both date of publication and 

range of subject. Like Albert Sonnenfeld, he claims that there is such a thing as a 

tradition of “the Catholic novel.” Like the later “Third Spring” theorists, Kellogg finds 
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theoretical undergirding for his argument in John Henry Newman, though he looks to his 

philosophical and theological works rather than his sermons and literary endeavors. Quite 

reasonably for an argument about a tradition that grows and unfolds across history, 

Kellogg takes his epigraph from Newman’s study of the development of doctrine.
76

 The 

quotation shows what Kellogg means by “vital”: 

In the physical world whatever has life is characterized by growth…. It 

grows by taking into its own substance external materials. (viii) 

 

Sonnenfeld sees a centuries-long tradition of reactionaries rejecting the present in favor 

of a fantasy past. Kellogg sees distinctions across and within the generations. Some 

Catholic artists were indeed purely reactionary, but others incorporated “external 

materials” into “their own substance.” One example from the conclusion of the book is 

Mauriac’s Le Nœud de vipers (1932), which Kellogg calls 

an indignant refutation of the idea of Huysmans, Barbey d’Aurevilly, and 

most Catholics of the nineteenth century, that “good Catholics” were 

automatically good people, and pagans were either wicked or 

degenerate…. Mauriac was assimilating perceptions that had long been 

recognized by the secular environment. (214) 

 

The “convergence” of Kellogg’s subtitle refers to a period in history when this 

“assimilation” of external materials dominated Catholic fiction. When convergence 

morphed into a fully saturated interpenetration, the church and the world were no longer 

at odds. This later period of “confluence” is, artistically speaking, less fruitful. The 

“creative spark” dies out, and Catholic novels after Vatican II are inferior. 

Whatever the truth and utility of this scheme (and we should recall that it was 

published less than a decade after Vatican II began), Kellogg’s approach has various 

merits for approaching Graham Greene, perhaps because they share a penchant for 

                                                           
76

 This is the book Newman quit writing because it convinced him to convert to Catholicism. 
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Newman.
77

 Kellogg clearly shows the impact of the French Catholic novelists on Greene. 

He offers a compelling analysis of this French tradition itself. He gives a brief historical 

account of the travails of the Church in the nineteenth century, then divides the French 

Catholics into two “developing” strands, one Jansenist (Barbey, early Huysmans, 

Mauriac) and the other orthodox (late Huysmans, Bloy, Claudel, Maritain, Bernanos). 

What Kellogg means by “orthodox” needs little description (vid. the Catechism of the 

Catholic Church); Jansenism is a heterodox form of Catholicism, its chief characteristics 

being an excessive emphasis on human depravity and “vulnerab[ility] to forces of 

darkness,” and a Calvinistic conception of divine grace (irresistible) and human will 

(minimally free) (18). Both lines extend through several generations of novelists, and 

Kellogg finds key synchronous similarities across them. The earlier Jansenist and 

orthodox writers opposed the world’s “pagans, lapsed Catholics, and scientific secularists 

of the non-Catholic environment” (25).
78

 The later writers of each group turned inward, 

“criticiz[ing] the Catholic community itself, particularly its corruptions of belief” (25). 

We have moved from opposition to convergence. Between the generations is Péguy, who 

never made formal peace with the Church, a fact exploited by Graham Greene at the 

conclusion of Brighton Rock (268).
79
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 Like Kellogg, Greene used a quotation from Newman for one of his book’s epigraphs, his spiritual 

travelogue The Lawless Roads. “…What shall be said to this heart-piercing, reason-bewildering fact? I can 

only answer, that either there is no Creator, or this living society of men is in a true sense discarded from 

his presence…if there be a God, since there is a God, the human race is implicated in some terrible 

aboriginal calamity.” The hopelessness of humankind apart from divine grace is the central theme of the 

book, which I discuss in Chapter 6. For references to hope and despair in The Lawless Roads, see 15, 46, 

47, 68, 74, 95, 96, 127, 150, etc.; and obliquely but meaningfully, 170. 
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 Kellogg probably has in mind such “extra muros” characters as the dinner of atheists in Barbey 

d’Aurevilly’s Diaboliques (173ff), or Zépherin Delumière, a “celebrated hierophant novelist” and 

“Occultist” and “mystagogue” in Bloy’s La femme pauvre (48, 49, 162). 
79

 Albert Sonnenfeld refers to two “waves” of French Catholic novelists: the first lasting from Barbey 

d’Aurevilly’s L’Ensorcelée (1854) to Huysmans’s L’Oblat (1903), the second consisting of Bernanos, 

Mauriac, and the Parisian-born American Julien Green (Crossroads 4-5). 
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Although he makes several fine observations about Evelyn Waugh’s novels, 

ultimately Kellogg is not to be trusted on Waugh. Why does this keep happening? A 

Handful of Dust is not Waugh’s third novel; Hetton Abbey was not rebuilt in 1867. Basic 

errors like these suggest inattention or haste. More startling, even bewildering, is 

Kellogg’s claim that Waugh “somehow lacked the gift” of “grasp[ing]” “love, 

compassion, reason, beauty, and decorum” (107-8). His analysis relies heavily on a few 

classic critical essays by Frank Kermode and Edmund Wilson. He sees Brideshead 

Revisited as part of the “Jansenist” novel tradition (109). What has Waugh to do with 

Barbey and Mauriac? 

The International Catholic Novel: Fraser, Allitt, Hitchcock  

Like Sonnenfeld and Kellogg, Theodore Fraser believes in an identifiable thing 

called “the Catholic novel,” but his analysis goes beyond England, America, and France 

to “the modern Catholic novel in Europe.” The sources of the international Catholic novel 

are two “defenders of the spiritual” in poetry and fiction: Charles Baudelaire and Fyodor 

Dostoevsky (3).
80

 From these two writers Fraser also traces a number of “late romantics, 

decadents, Satanists, what-have-you” artists. The book is organized by nation and region, 

with chapters on France, England, Scandinavia, and Germany. In narrating the origins of 

“the modern Catholic novel,” he (like Kellogg) looks first to the French; the title of 

Fraser’s first chapter is “Origins and Development in Nineteenth-Century France.” The 

fin de siècle writings of Péguy, Joris-Karl Huysmans, and Paul Verlaine reveal a spiritual 

lesson learned from Dostoevsky and Baudelaire: that the spiritual life can be accessed by 
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 T.S. Eliot: “What is significant about Baudelaire is his theological innocence…. At best, he has the 

excesses of a Tertullian (and even Tertullian is not considered wholly orthodox and well balanced)” 

(“Baudelaire” 231). 



87 

 

either a front door or a back door. All other things being equal, it is best to enter by the 

front door, but better to enter by the back door and at the eleventh hour than to remain in 

outer darkness. For example, the Satanic ritual that constitutes the climax of Huysmans’s 

Là-bas (1891) is a truer speculative guide to reality than rationalism or historical 

materialism.
81

 In the words of T.S. Eliot, “the sense of Evil implies the sense of good” 

(“Baudelaire” 235, capital in original). 

Of course the back door has its attendant dangers: one might lose heart at the 

threshold and fail to move through the Black Mass in the alley to the Catholic Mass 

within. “Baudelaire was man enough for damnation: whether he is damned is, of course, 

another question” (“Baudelaire” 236, emphasis in original). “Evil is by nature easy…. 

That art today should in many opt for the devil is not surprising” (Maritain, A&S 138).
82

 

This notion does not further one’s understanding of Waugh. (Is Waugh’s comedy the 

problem? Does humor defy some fundamental element of criticism of the Catholic 

literary renaissance?) But Greene’s fiction subsists on the romantic, the melodramatic, 

and the diabolic. 

Two historians offer important extra-literary data to Fraser’s conception of the 

international Catholic novel. Patrick Allitt’s Catholic Converts: British & American 

Intellectuals Turn to Rome (1997) emphasizes the interdisciplinary qualities of the 

Catholic intellectual revival, weaving into the more familiar British narrative the 

conversions and careers of various American artists, philosophers, scientists, journalists, 
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 A truer speculative guide, not a truer practical (moral) guide. 
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 Maritain’s claim that “art” itself rather than the artist is the agent that “opts for” God or the devil is not an 

error of translation or transcription. See the glossary in Chapter 4. For more examples of Maritain’s 

spiritual “realism,” see A&S 219n157: Oscar Wilde “[sank] to the love of things below, under the influence 

of his beloved Greeks, and [became] that terrible instrument of the devil which has so long been the 

scourge of modern literature.” And of a writer from his own nation, “To write Proust’s work as it needed to 

be written would have required the inner light of a Saint Augustine” (A&S 221n163). 
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and politicians. In a wonderful and brief introduction to the Catholic intellectual 

renaissance as a multicultural phenomenon, James Hitchcock discusses (in addition to 

literature) theology, music, philosophy, and history. He calls France and England the 

“centers” of the revival in these fields (“Postmortem on a Rebirth” 213), a claim that 

finds support in most of the critics already discussed. Of Conor Cruise O’Brien’s eight 

writers, five were French and two were British. Sonnenfeld found “the roots of Catholic 

fiction” in France (Crossroads 2). Gene Kellogg’s book is organized into three parts on 

France, England, and America.
83

 

Excursus: Brighton Rock, “Credo in unum Satanum” 

...the light, the voices, the radio, the laugh, dispelled the dark theology between them. 

Brighton Rock 122 

 

Heaven was a word: hell was something he could trust.  

Brighton Rock 248 

 

The perils of the ‘back door’ of Baudelaire and Dostoevsky are thematized in 

Greene’s first “Catholic novel,” the pulpy Brighton Rock (1938). Various critics have 

linked the novel to T.S. Eliot’s essay on Baudelaire, quoted several times in this 

chapter.
84

 The novel pits the protagonist Pinkie Brown, a seventeen-year old gang leader 

and very bad Catholic, against Ida Arnold, a sensual humanist who, like an amateur 

private investigator, pursues Pinkie for the murder of Charles Hale. The sixteen-year old 

heroine Rose, a good but disturbed Catholic, bitterly dismisses Ida as spiritually 

inflammable: “Oh, she won’t burn. She couldn’t burn if she tried” (121). The narrator 

agrees. While Ida is nowhere near either the ‘front door’ or the ‘back door’ to life, she is 
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 Bernard Bergonzi (see Chapter 3) sees a natural pair in France and England: “English Catholic writers 

were relatively restrained and tentative in showing the manifestations of the supernatural in the natural. The 

French were more whole-hearted” (“Conspicuous” 46). 
84

 See for instance Bergonzi, “Conspicuous” and Ker, Catholic Revival. 
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not in outer darkness, either, but somehow exempted from Judgment Day. Consider a 

metaphor the narrator uses to describe Ida’s discomfort in the impoverished Brighton 

underworld: “It was as if she were in a strange country: the typical English-woman 

abroad. She hadn’t even got a phrase book. She was as far from either of them [Pinkie 

and Rose] as she was from Hell—or Heaven” (135). While Pinkie and Rose conceive of 

the world in terms of good and evil, Ida operates with a rubric of right and wrong: “I’m a 

sticker where right’s concerned” (14). “‘Right and wrong,’ she said. ‘I believe in right 

and wrong’” (43). But Rose and Pinkie inhabit “two eternities” (151): hers is heaven, his 

is hell. Their spiritual compatibility explains the parallelism of their names: Pinkie Brown 

and Rose Wilson, blended color with nondescript cognomen. 

The competing heuristics of Ida and Pinkie/Rose are belabored in the novel (121, 

131, 135-6, 164, 215-217, 242-3).
85

 But if Pinkie’s eternity is Hell, then the opposition 

between Ida and “the Boy” (the narrator’s usual term for Pinkie) is not between natural 

and supernatural virtue (Right and Life, Good and Heaven), but natural and supernatural 

vice (Wrong and Jail, Evil and Hell). Ida’s standards are highly problematic. She can say 

for instance that avenging Hale is “going to be exciting, it’s going to be fun, it’s going to 

be a bit of life” (43). “Life” indeed. Early in their courtship, Rose and Pinkie discuss their 

shared creed: 

“But you believe, don’t you,” Rose implored him, “you think it’s 

true?” 

“Of course it’s true,” the Boy said. “What else could there be?” he 

went scornfully on. “Why,” he said, “it’s the only thing that fits. These 

atheists, they don’t know nothing. Of course there’s Hell. Flames and 

damnation,” he said with his eyes on the dark shifting water and the 

lightning and the lamps going out above the black struts of the Palace Pier, 

“torments.” 
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“And Heaven too,” Rose said with anxiety, while the rain fell 

interminably on. 

“Oh, maybe,” the Boy said, “maybe.” (54-5) 

 

Pinkie’s second reply is perfect-pitch Greene. The fact that, to all appearances, Pinkie 

ultimately opts for Evil rather than Good does not mean he fails to understand the world. 

He recognizes the existence of the back door, which is more than can be said of Ida. This 

is precisely what the Epistle of James: “the demons believe—and shudder” (Jas. 2:19, 

NRSV). Ida’s only hope lies in her “invincible ignorance” of even natural or pagan 

theology and virtue. “[T]he appalling strangeness of the mercy of God” (268) can make 

room for her, provided she doesn’t wise up. The Greek origin of her name is emphasized 

early in the novel (14), but much later Pinkie says, “I don’t know her from Adam” (150). 

This is a cliché, but “Ida” and “Adam” sound so similar, and both figures lack a sort of 

knowledge of good and evil. Just as Milton’s Adam and Eve wonder what Death is 

(Paradise Lost 4:425), so “nothing could ever make [Ida] believe that one day she too, 

like Fred, would be where the worms… Her mind couldn’t take that track” (157, ellipsis 

in original). She may be a Fury (“Vengeance was Ida’s” [36]), but her justice is defective 

(“And vengeance [was] fun”), and she is alienated from at least two of the other three 

cardinal virtues (she can be remarkably prudent). A fun-loving judge is not to be trusted, 

and Ida’s “dangerous and remorseless…optimism” (35) and “merciless compassion” 

(129) are ultimately oriented toward pleasure rather than justice. “‘Well, I always says 

it’s fun to be alive.’ …She wasn’t boastful: only a little drunk and happy” (15). Hell is 

“the only thing that fits” in with Pinkie’s criminal, underclass world, but for Ida, “It’s a 

good world if you don’t weaken” (17). She is also a mild spiritualist (32), reading palms 

(131) and consulting her planchette as needed: “I’ll try the Board…and then I’ll know” 
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(40). Insisting that she is “not superstitious,” she affirms in the same breath that “The 

Board knows” (43, capital in original). Shortly before Hale’s murder he associates Ida 

with “comfort and peace and a slow sleepy physical enjoyment, a touch of the nursery 

and the mother” (14). Here at least is one maternal-erotic female who is nothing like a 

cross. Apart from her spiritualist dabbling, Ida might be the popular caricature of ancient 

Epicureanism. “Life was sunlight on brass bedposts, Ruby port, the leap of the heart 

when the outsider you have backed passes the post and the colours go bobbing up” (35). 

Ida is no Maria Cross, but there are hints in Brighton Rock that she represents a 

kind of naturalized beatific vision for Charles Hale. He “sadly and desperately” watches 

her “as if he were gazing at life itself in the public bar” (7). “He put his hand on her wrist. 

He wasn’t going to run any more risks…. Life was here beside him, he wasn’t going to 

play around with death” (15, emphasis added). Given Hale’s imminent murder, which is 

announced in the first line of the book, the “life” to which he clings is quite literal. But in 

light of the distinction between Right/Wrong (nature) and Good/Evil (supernature), we 

might say that Hale substitutes natural life for supernatural life. Of course it is an 

illegitimate substitution, and it cannot be sustained. Supernatural love may be strong as 

death (Cant. 8:6, NRSV), but Hale’s natural fear eventually proves stronger than his 

natural love: in the back of the taxi, Hale “put[s] his mouth on hers again” not because he 

is enraptured, but “because when he kissed her he could watch in the mirror the old 

Morris vibrating after them down the parade” (16). The trailing car carries his killers. 

Ida’s concern for “saving” others is another naturalization of religious discourse (179, 

243). 
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For all his limitations (“I’m real Brighton,” 238), Pinkie sees the world as it really 

is, both its natural and supernatural dimensions. In a passage that may deliver Pinkie’s 

thoughts via indirect discourse, the narrator offers an explanation for the paradox quoted 

earlier, that “Heaven was [just] a word” while “hell was something he could trust.” “A 

brain…couldn’t conceive what it had never experienced” (248). Pinkie has “experienced” 

the extraordinary fidelity of Rose, and he is conscious of this experience, for he entertains 

the idea that “she might be it” (248). He seems also to experience divine charity (251-2, 

261-2). But he rejects salvation. Carnal love makes him nauseous (202), and perhaps 

spiritual love does, too. 

One factor that complicates all of this is that Greene sympathizes with Pinkie. 

Many critics fail to recognize this. The narrator rarely calls Pinkie by his name. After the 

first chapter, which is devoted to Hale’s final hours, Pinkie is almost always “the Boy” 

with a capital B. “The Boy paid his threepence and went through the turnstile” (20). “‘He 

don’t matter,’ the Boy said” (49). “The Boy put half a crown on the table” (134). “The 

Boy stopped at the head of the stairs and looked down” (259). Other characters in the 

novel use his name, but the narrator emphasizes his immaturity. This characterization 

contradicts readers like J.M. Coetzee who see Pinkie as “pure evil”: “Amoral, charmless, 

prim, seething with resentment…a chilling specimen of the Adolf Hitler type” (viii). This 

is too simple a judgment for a “boy” who knows “everything in theory, nothing in 

practice” (124) and whose only knowledge of sex comes from bathroom graffiti (124) 

and his parents’ “frightening weekly exercise” (95).
86

 When Pinkie curses and shoves the 

leader of a troupe of blind musicians performing on a Brighton street, we find ourselves 
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nodding along with Coetzee. But when Pinkie’s most loyal friend (Dallow) asks him why 

he can’t leave the disabled alone, Pinkie is “shocked by his own action” because “he 

hadn’t realized they were blind” (141). A few pages later he tries to acquire firsthand 

sexual experience. His humiliating inability to perform is affecting, as is his reason for 

trying: he is afraid of Rose, whom he is to marry in a few days (145). He is just a kid, a 

very dangerous kid. Can any kid be “man enough for damnation”? 

The Third Spring: Read, Pearce, Ker, Schwartz, Crowe 

Hitherto each argument has been international in scope, looking beyond England 

to France, and in some cases America, Germany, Scandinavia, and Russia. These 

international analyses are implicitly challenged by another group of critics who frame the 

Catholic revival as a national and sectarian (or un-ecumenical) affair. An abbreviated 

version of this narrative can be found in Piers Paul Read’s essay “The Catholic Novelist 

in a Secular Society” (1997), which assumes the existence of an English Catholic 

tradition from Cardinals Wiseman and Newman on through Waugh and Greene. Early in 

the essay, Read supposes that Newman, if not Wiseman, might have understood and 

appreciated the “particular perspective on questions of sin and grace” in Greene’s fiction 

(200; cf. Ker 116-17). But after Vatican II this tradition declines, and no reversal seems 

likely in the future (cf. Kellogg on “confluence”). Read predicts that the English Catholic 

novelist of the third millennium will “dissociate his faith from his art” (210) and 

“peacefully pursue his career” without reference to his religious convictions; he will 

“broadcast” the tenets of his faith in either “his life or his work” (211). For his part, Read 

is determined to do no such a thing, for this dissociation would “almost certainly mean 
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the end of the Catholic novel that flourished in Britain from Cardinal Newman to Graham 

Greene” (211). 

It is understandable that Read, who is himself an English Catholic novelist, would 

seek to ground his life’s work in a patriotic tradition. And this brief essay was originally a 

lecture given at a Polish university, so one sees the sense in emphasizing his own nation. 

However, longer studies by scholars and critics make similar nationalist arguments. In 

Literary Converts: Spiritual Inspiration in an Age of Unbelief (1999), Joseph Pearce 

convincingly if uninterestingly describes a “network” (xi) of mutually energizing British 

minds. He sees this Catholic network of converts as starting not with Newman, but with 

the turn-of-the-century triumvirate of G.K. Chesterton, Hilaire Belloc (technically half-

French), and Maurice Baring. While the network extends throughout England, Scotland, 

and Ireland, Pearce sees it as having little to do with the continental novelists. 

Ian Ker in The Catholic Revival in English Literature, 1845-1961 (2003) and 

Adam Schwartz in The Third Spring: G.K. Chesterton, Graham Greene, Christopher 

Dawson & David Jones (2005) follow Read in extending Pearce’s idea of a network or 

tradition back to the time of Newman. Ker points us to Newman’s lecture “English 

Catholic Literature,” which was appended to The Idea of a University, where it is given 

the imprecise date of “1854-58.” In Ker’s words, Newman’s argument is that English 

literature is “essentially Protestant” (1). It would have been more precise to say that for 

Newman the English language is essentially Protestant (witness the alternate title Ker 

gives for the lecture: “Catholic Literature in the English Tongue, 1854-8”). Ker claims 

the essay is “curiously self-falsifying,” because in it Newman refers to several English 

Catholic writers from history, and because as Ker proceeds to show, there were many 
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more English Catholic novelists and poets in the next hundred years, Newman not the 

least artist among them. 

Whatever one makes of this argumentation (does Ker really believe Shakespeare 

was Catholic? Are we prepared to call Dryden a more formative poet than Milton?), it is 

not quite fair to place Ker or Schwartz in the company of Pearce, whose wide-ranging 

book is earnest but not scholarly. Ker devotes one chapter each to Belloc and five 

Englishmen—Newman, Hopkins, Chesterton, Greene, and Waugh. His analysis is 

consistently penetrating and attentive, though not always convincing. He makes a strong 

case that the five later authors shared one of Newman’s key ideas: “the paradox that 

Catholicism is so much more supernatural and otherworldly and yet at the same time 

more human and matter-of-fact than Protestantism” (11). Ker is a Newman scholar, and 

he travels easily from one Newman-related text to another: materials of all kinds, 

correspondence, secondary critical literature, and biographies. Considered as distinct 

analyses of their subjects rather than evidence for a unified “Catholic revival in English 

literature,” the individual chapters are of high quality. The Graham Greene chapter is 

particularly strong on Brighton Rock and The Power and the Glory, though less so on The 

Heart of the Matter (“tedious”) and The End of the Affair (“extreme”). One weakness of 

this chapter is Ker’s repeated insistence on the “cinematic” quality of Greene’s novels. 

This would not be a problem if he offered good examples, for as we have seen Greene’s 

fiction is indeed cinematic. But Ker seems to consider “cinematic” any prose containing 

imagery. One of Ker’s most important strengths—all the more in comparison with 

O’Brien, Sonnenfeld, and Kellogg—is that he understands Waugh. The brilliant and long 

final chapter argues that Waugh always wanted to be a craftsman in a manual art of some 
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kind (woodcuts, calligraphy, carpentry), and when each option failed in turn, he finally 

turned to literature. Yet even in literature Waugh devoted himself to craft, to what 

Maritain would call “the rules of his art.” Ker’s thesis is supported by acute readings of 

most of Waugh’s novels, and a solid grounding in his non-fiction and life. Along the way 

Ker ably defends Waugh’s often-mischaracterized admiration of “priestcraft.” 

Adam Schwartz’s study is similar in structure to Ker’s, for he also deals with one 

author at a time, and the two scholars share two of the same subjects, Chesterton and 

Greene. But the most important quality they share is their veneration of Newman, whom 

they see as their own and their subjects’ inspiration. Rather than looking to the lecture on 

“English Catholic Literature,” Schwartz ingeniously conscripts for his purposes one of 

Newman’s sermons, “The Second Spring” (“Sermon 10,” delivered in 1852). Since this 

sermon provides Schwartz with his title, a summary seems in order. Newman’s text is 

Cant. 2:10-12: “Arise, make haste, my love, my dove, my beautiful one, and come. For 

the winter is now past, the rain is over and gone. The flowers have appeared in our land” 

(163, emphasis added). Newman opens by marveling at the restoration of the hierarchy of 

the English Catholic Church in October 1850, the act that came to be known among 

Victorian Protestants as “the papal aggression.” In the natural order “the physical world 

revolves year by year, and begins again.” May takes its revenge on November and vice 

versa (164). But in “the political order of things” we see no such renewal: “it continues, 

but it proceeds; there is no retrogression” (168). Now something entirely unexpected has 

happened in the political or moral order. “The English Church was, and the English 

Church was not, and the English Church is once again” (169). There has been a moral-

political “Second Spring.” How is this possible? Newman has familiar Christian answers: 
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“grace can, where nature cannot” (176); “a second temple rises on the ruins of the old” 

(177). Pursuing the nature-culture analogy further, Newman entertains the prospect of 

future trials, the “revenge” of a moral winter: “Have we any right to take it strange, if, in 

this English land, the spring-time of the Church should turn out to be an English spring, 

an uncertain, anxious time of hope and fear, of joy and suffering, —of bright promise and 

budding hopes, yet withal, of keen blasts, and cold showers, and sudden storms?” (179-

80). He concludes with confidence that divine grace will empower the hierarchy to suffer 

as need be (181). 

Schwartz’s use of this sermon is analogical rather than literal or causal. He does 

not affirm a strict historical relationship between the Second and Third Springs: 

“Although bearing many affinities to the Second Spring, then, the early-twentieth-century 

converts [chief representatives of the English Catholic literary renaissance] were not 

simply its successors” (Third Spring 8). One key difference between the two movements 

is found in their social context. The later converts “felt that they confronted a more all-

encompassing kind of secularism than any of the Victorians had envisioned.” Chesterton 

opposes his age and nation’s “pessimistic spiritualism.” Greene contends for the reality of 

human evil and its mystical dimensions. Dawson, like Newman, defends the dogmatic 

principle. Jones emphasizes the hard sacramentalism of Roman Catholicism (9). While 

Newman’s sermon provides Schwartz with a convenient label, the more important source 

of these developments is Cardinal Wiseman, with his “Italianate” Roman Catholicism 

(19-20). Newman preached on the Second Spring, but Wiseman is the patron of the Third 

Spring. Schwartz relates that Wiseman lived in Rome for more than twenty years and 

received his education there. His achievement in England was the establishment of an 
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ultramontane sensibility, rather than a “substantial pragmatic infrastructure.”
87

 This 

culture of papalism was attractive to numerous British intellectual converts. It recalls a 

passage from Graham Greene’s biography. Describing a conversation about birth control 

with a priest in the mid-1920s, he writes, “It was the Rock of Peter I was aware of in our 

long drive, and though it repulsed me, I couldn’t help admiring its unyielding façade” (A 

Sort of Life 193). 

The sophisticated and complex nationalist arguments of Ker and Schwartz contain 

invaluable insights and evidence, even if the reader ultimately rejects their thesis. A 

similar but less successful work of criticism is Marian E. Crowe’s Aiming at Heaven, 

Getting the Earth: The Catholic Novel Today (2007). Crowe’s subject is different from 

the other critics’ in this section, as her subtitle indicates. It is really the English Catholic 

novel today, in fact four post-Vatican II novelists: Alice Thomas Ellis, David Lodge, Sara 

Maitland, and Piers Paul Read. Setting her sights directly at the argument of Theodore 

Fraser, Crowe denies that Dostoevsky should in any way be considered “the father of the 

Catholic novel.” She offers two reasons: he was Orthodox rather than Catholic, and he 

was “not friendly to Roman Catholicism” (31). These facts are indubitable but irrelevant. 

Dostoevsky’s anti-Catholicism did not prevent Catholics from reading him, especially 

Catholic novelists. Bernanos was a great admirer of Dostoevsky (Maritain, A&S 222). 

One of his close friends testified that Bernanos practically memorized The Brothers 

Karamazov, and that “he must have penetrated The Idiot to its very depths” (qtd. in 

Sonnenfeld, Crossroads 71). Walker Percy’s first novel The Moviegoer (1961) concludes 

with an unmistakable nod to The Brothers Karamazov. 
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But Crowe’s topic is the English Catholic novel, so perhaps she would exclude 

these French and American Catholics. She is willing to entertain one non-English 

influence on the English Catholic novel: “the Catholic novel actually had its beginnings 

in France”; again, “the major British Catholic novels were strongly influenced by the 

writers of the French Catholic Renaissance” (31-2). In these claims Crowe is following 

and often quoting the scholarship of Gene Kellogg and Thomas Fraser, but except for 

Graham Greene, she fails to show how the French novelists influenced their British co-

religionists. This is not surprising, for Waugh is not the only British Catholic novelist 

with few debts to the French. As far as I can tell Greene is the exception. If there is such a 

genus as “the modern Catholic novel” there need not be cross-pollination between 

species. Unfortunately Crowe also fails to explain precisely how the early British 

Catholic novelists—Frederick Rolfe, Robert Hugh Benson, the “Chesterbelloc”—

influenced the “Golden Age” novelists. 

But this criticism can be leveled against Pearce, Ker, and Schwartz, as well. The 

mere fact that a few countrymen and co-religionists from successive generations wrote 

fiction does not at all explain what sort of connections (if any) bind the younger writers to 

the older ones. This can be done with Chesterton; the fact that Pearce idolizes him does 

not invalidate his argument. We have already noted the explicit and crucial allusions to 

Father Brown in Brideshead Revisited. Greene and Waugh are the crown jewels of these 

sectarian and nationalist “Third Spring” narratives. But they do not quite seem to belong. 

Greene’s fiction is too French to fit the pattern, and Waugh’s is perhaps too comic. With 

a few exceptions, the earlier English Catholic novelists had little impact on their art. In 

addition to Chesterton, Greene and Waugh both respected Ronald Knox. Knox and 
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Waugh eventually became close friends, and on his deathbed Waugh asked Knox if he 

could write his biography, which was published as The Life of the Right Reverend Ronald 

Knox (1959). But Knox was primarily a theologian and controversialist, not a novelist, 

and much the same can be said of Chesterton, who was more journalist than novelist even 

in his novels. 

With characteristic perversity, or perhaps keeping in mind the “virtue of 

disloyalty,” Greene professed a moral and spiritual admiration for Frederick Rolfe. In a 

1934 essay he twice calls Rolfe an author of “genius” (Essays 131, 133), but Greene’s 

real interest is in the man’s audacious courting of damnation, rather than any literary art 

or skill. “Temptation, one feels, is seldom today so heroically resisted or so devastatingly 

succumbed to as in the days of Dante or of Milton; Satan, as well as sanctity, demands an 

apron stage” (Essays 130). It is the lure of the back door again. The staged quality of 

Rolfe’s life fascinates Greene: “He would be a priest or nothing, so nothing it had to 

be…if he could not have Heaven, he would have Hell, and the last footprints seem to 

point unmistakably towards the Inferno” (Essays 133). Of Rolfe’s work I have only read 

Hadrian the Seventh (1907), which Greene describes as “genius.” I suspect Rolfe’s art is 

too determined by his personal disappointments and frustrations to kindle or strengthen 

art in anyone else. But Waugh sides with Greene on this point. He thinks Benson’s brief 

association with Rolfe was beneficial to the priest’s stories, because “concealed in 

Rolfe’s odious personality” were “the germs of genius” (Raynal xiv). This line comes 

from Waugh’s kindly Preface to a 1956 reissue of Robert Hugh Benson’s The History of 

Richard Raynal, Solitary. Waugh allows that Benson’s narratives have power (“an 

excellent story-teller, a ready writer”) (xi), but he also remarks that Benson “did not hold 
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the Flaubertian doctrine of the dedication of the artist,” and that to spend his life “in the 

laborious perfection of form” was not his calling (xii). We look in vain for Benson’s 

literary influence on Waugh, whose prose is utterly unlike the adverbial formulae of 

Benson’s fantasies. Each of the following lines comes from the Prologue to Benson’s The 

Lord of the World (1907). 

 “Yes, sir,” put in Percy smoothly. 

 “And the religious effect of that?” asked Percy swiftly. 

 The younger priest looked up inquiringly. 

 “And how did we keep out of the Eastern War?” asked Percy anxiously. 

 “Yes, it’s simpler,” said the old man drily. 

 “Prophesy, sir,” said Percy suddenly. 

 Percy looked up sharply. 

 Percy sat still yet a moment; then he stood up suddenly. 

 Percy smiled, lifting his dark eyebrows deprecatingly. 

 

Modernist Recusants: Timothy Sutton 

Timothy Sutton denies the “Third Spring” thesis and aligns Waugh and Greene, 

along with several other “Catholic Modernists,” with a different English Catholic 

tradition, the recusants. 

It is my contention that the Catholic genealogy of the modernist converts 

points to their connection with these recusant Catholics, who were 

distinguished by their lack of evangelical zeal, simple but intellectual 

liturgies, minimal clerical leadership or Roman influence, and, in part 

owing to their landowning status, pro-empire political views” (14-15). 

 

Sutton is especially skeptical of the notion of a trans-generational “spiritual link” with 

Newman or Wiseman. “Newman Catholics” were usually more zealous and ritualistic 

than the recusants and the Catholic Modernists. Like most of the critics already 

considered in this chapter, Sutton assigns one chapter to each of his subjects: Gerard 
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Manley Hopkins, Ford Madox Ford, T.S. Eliot (Anglo- rather than Roman Catholic), 

Waugh, and Greene. The argument does not use Albert Sonnenfeld’s vocabulary—

quixotic, reactionary, Romantic—but Sutton shares his theory that our authors were 

nostalgic for an earlier era: “behind the ironic tone of many modernists lies nostalgia for 

a more ordered and universal culture” (29). Sutton is unique in attending to the nationalist 

ideology of the Catholic Modernists. He claims they saw England as a safe haven in the 

face of a dwindling empire. In another reversal, Sutton (like Ker) can help us better 

understand Waugh, whose admiration for wealthy, pious country house life is 

indubitable, although Waugh’s comic novel Scoop (1938) shows that he could be critical 

of the country house. Sutton sensibly drops his recusant thesis in discussing Greene, 

whom he describes as a “postmodern Catholic.” “[Greene] spent so little time in England 

it is impossible to extensively connect him to any branch of English Catholicism” (160). 

In the end it still seems better to say with Gene Kellogg that “the chief 

characteristic of the English Catholic community was the obliviousness of most of its 

members to the fact that there was such a community” (113-14). Especially in 

comparison with the French Catholic novelists in the hundred years between Barbey 

d’Aurevilly and Mauriac, it becomes difficult to assert that there was an “English 

recusant tradition” of the novel. Of course there were English recusants, who probably 

shared the various characteristics and habits Sutton describes.
88

 Perhaps some of them 

wrote novels. Restrained in their faith, opposed to Irish immigration and Vatican 

interference, and resilient in the face of persecution, the recusants comprised a distinct 

social group. But none of the connections that Sutton finds between the recusants and the 

novelists are causal. Elsewhere in his argument, in discussing the convergence of 
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Catholicism and modernism more generally, Sutton notes that his evidence is only 

“correlative” (26). The same must be said of his recusant thesis. It is my hope to show 

formal aesthetic connections between my two “Catholic Modernists” and the Victorians, 

not mere affinities or accidental agreements. 

Conclusion 

The English Catholic literary renaissance really happened, and had real historical 

connections to the Oxford Movement. The “Catholic novel” is a real kind of novel (see 

Chapters 3 and 4). But the Third Spring thesis does not apply to Waugh and Greene. 

Their fictions belong to a different literary tradition. 

Of Dickens’s trip to Rome, Chesterton wrote, “He never travelled out of England. 

…His travels are not travels in Italy, but travels in Dickensland” (Collected Works 

15:127). The critical consensus is much the same regarding Waugh, whose travel books 

one reads to better understand the man, not the places he visits. 

Throughout his career, Waugh remains pretty much the archetype of the 

English country squire, with all his virtues and vices…. His spiritual eye 

seems to be bounded by the cliffs of Dover and Land’s End, made catholic 

only by the fact that it is focused by the Church of Rome. (Firchow 407).
89

 

 

Despite numerous journeys abroad in the 1930s, Waugh remained ever an English 

Catholic. Graham Greene on the other hand was an international Catholic, who lived in 

Antibes for almost thirty years, was buried in Switzerland, and traveled to Liberia, French 

Guinea, Mexico, French Indochina, the Belgian Congo, Haiti, and the Soviet Union. 
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Waugh’s immutable Englishness does not mean that his novels share much of 

significance with the fiction of Benson, Rolfe, and the like. How anyone can associate 

Greene with these English Catholics is even harder to understand, but his allegiance to 

other nations (especially France) does not sever him entirely from the literature of his 

homeland. My thesis points away from English Catholic culture, whether growing out of 

the Oxford Movement, the ultramontanes, or the Recusants, and toward the largely 

Protestant Victorians. We cannot ignore the influence of writers before and after the 

Victorians. Waugh has real debts to Edward Gibbon and Ronald Firbank, and Greene 

owes much to Blaise Pascal and Joseph Conrad. My intent is to revise our conception of 

these influences by addition. Although Waugh and Greene were readers and sometimes 

friends of the modernists and of many English Catholic writers, we have compelling 

reasons to set aside all these figures in favor of several Protestant Victorians, including 

Charles Dickens, Anthony Trollope, Edward Lear, and Robert Browning. 

If critics of the English Catholic novel must look to Newman, we should return to 

two claims in “English Catholic Literature.” First let us grant that “English Literature is 

not Catholic” in the same way that it can legitimately be called “protestant”: the English 

language in its modern form was developed by and in an overwhelmingly protestant 

culture (235). Second let us follow Newman in discarding overblown and imprecise 

accusations of nostalgic romanticism: “When…I speak of the desireableness of forming a 

Catholic Literature, I am contemplating no such vain enterprise as that of reversing 

history; no, nor of redeeming the past by the future. I have no dream of Catholic Classics 

as still reserved for the English language” (239). 
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The critic of the Catholic novel with an interest in “ecumenical craft” finds 

something else of note in this lecture. Turning to the literature of his own day, Newman 

characterizes his hopes for his university as pertaining “principally to the matter of what 

is written, and to composition only so far forth as style is necessary to convey and to 

recommend the matter” (246). This emphasis on matter rather than style or composition 

suggests that while English literature and the English language itself may be 

fundamentally protestant, there is no especially protestant way of using the English 

language, of composing or arranging one’s words into phrases, sentences, and 

paragraphs. Rather, even if there a distinctly protestant style or rhetoric, English-speakers 

who are not protestants need not follow it. Likewise in fiction there is no necessity of 

presenting one’s matter—characters, incidents, plots, themes—like a protestant; and 

indeed we should expect Catholics and protestants to judge some stories differently. But a 

better set of adjectives is available: good style, mediocre style, bad style, repellent style, 

inconsistent style, or language so bare as to be almost bereft of style. Writers of every 

religion and no religion might be assigned to any of these grades. 

Newman is persuaded that beyond a certain necessary threshold (“recommending 

the matter”), style is not worth his faculty’s time. Style has more importance in writing 

outside of the university. It was a preoccupation for Waugh, and in his best novels 

Greene is very attentive to the arrangement of language. In these last few paragraphs I 

have broached problems that require two chapters for full exploration, such as the relation 

of style to literary form, the distinction between matter and form, the distinction between 

literary matter and literary form, and above all the role played by the author’s knowledge 

and faith in the writing of a novel. But already we can say with Newman that there is no 
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insurmountable barrier to a Catholic novelist’s choice to work in a Protestant language, or 

to borrow themes, ideas, techniques, and rules from non-Catholic novelists working in 

the same language. There can be no a priori objection to a Catholic’s attempt to reshape 

the traditional subjects (or “matter”) of literature, even the traditional subjects of 

Victorian literature. But now we raise additional questions. What are the traditional 

subjects of fiction? What is fiction, precisely?  
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Chapter 3: God and the novel 

But every writer, especially every novelist, has a “message,” whether he admits it or not, 

and the minutest details of his work are influenced by it. All art is propaganda. 

George Orwell, “Charles Dickens” 90 

 

If you’re a Marxist, you can’t help but be affected by that orientation in your writing. 

And I’m a Roman Catholic, although many Roman Catholics don’t understand how I 

could write the novels I do and be a Roman Catholic. Of course, that’s an interesting 

subject in itself. What is a Catholic novelist? Is he a novelist who happens to be Catholic, 

or is he a novelist who is first a Catholic before he’s a novelist? 

Conversations with Walker Percy 63-4 

 

In a chapter titled “The Theory of the Catholic Novel,” Marian E. Crowe 

synthesizes the arguments of an impressively diverse set of religious and Catholic 

theorists of narrative, but without addressing the basic problems of literary form. This 

results in an awkward moment in her third chapter, “The English Catholic Novel Today.” 

Crowe writes that Sara Maitland, one of her four subjects, “feels that the novel, of all 

literary forms, is the least congenial for expressing religious experience, primarily 

because it is the genre of the post-Enlightenment” (Aiming 82, emphasis in original). 

Evidently we are meant to consider, as if for the first time, the possibility that the novel 

might be an especially “secular” kind of literature. But aside from the ungainly locution 

at the end of the sentence, which comes from Maitland herself (Aiming 352), there is 

nothing noteworthy here. The secularity of the novel is a commonplace.
90

 

Augustine once made the fascinating hermeneutical claim that any reader of the 

Bible who found “a lesson there useful to the building of charity, even though he has not 

said what the author may be shown to have intended in that place, has not been deceived, 
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 I use “secular” in its most common sense (agnostic or atheist), not its technical Christian sense (secular 

priests vs. cloistered religious). 
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nor is he lying in any way” (On Christian Doctrine 30).
91

 There is no necessary 

correlation between the soundness of one’s general theory and the value of one’s 

interpretation of specific objects. The weaknesses of Crowe’s theory (Chapter 1) and 

genealogy (Chapter 2) of the Catholic novel do not invalidate the rest of her book. The 

theoretical and historical arguments are less compelling, but also detachable from and 

less important than her analysis of individual works. When she turns to the novels 

themselves, her prose comes to life and her critical insights become keen.
92

 But if there is 

no necessary correlation between theory and interpretation, there can and ideally will be 

such a correlation, and it can be fruitful. Theory should guide and correct our labors. 

Perhaps the best reason to build and use a theory is to preserve the integrity of 

knowledge. The safeguarding from one moment to the next of ideas, judgments, insights, 

experiences, affirmations, denials, conclusions, and the like, is necessary for the coherent 

intellectual development. 

Chapter 2 disputed several existing arguments about the Catholic novel and the 

English Catholic literary renaissance. Chapters 3 and 4 are constructive. They culminate 

in my definition of the Catholic novel. I do not offer an original theory of the novel, 
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 Sensing potential misunderstandings, Augustine retreats on the next page. “But anyone who understands 

in the Scriptures something other than that intended by them is deceived, although they [i.e., the Scriptures] 

do not lie” (31). A fruitful deception has occurred: not just a victimless crime, but a crime without a 

criminal, and a crime that leads to good rather than evil, a truly felix culpa. 

However, as I began to explain, if he is deceived in an interpretation which builds up 

charity, which is the end of the commandments, he is deceived in the same way as a man 

who leaves a road by mistake but passes through a field to the same place toward which 

the road itself leads. But he is to be corrected and shown that it is more useful not to leave 

the road, lest the habit of deviating force him to take a crossroad or a perverse way. (31) 

We are not embarked on biblical criticism, so we need not fear “perverse ways.” The rewards and dangers 

of literary criticism, though real, are much less significant than those of religious discourse. 
92

 Perhaps the following salutary note accounts for these virtues: “My final reasons for choosing these four 

novelists are personal. I have had the opportunity to meet all four of them and discuss their work, and—the 

best reason—I love their novels” (Crowe 72). Love is the best starting place for any kind of criticism, 

literary or otherwise. “Literary criticism should arise out of a debt of love” (Steiner 3). 
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considered as a distinct literary form, for that is too massive a task.
93

 Neither is it a theory 

of the specifically “English Catholic” novel, for in keeping with the internationalism 

upheld in Chapter 2, I rely on critics and novelists outside of England. Anyway, a theory 

of the English Catholic novel would be too English for Graham Greene, and (in a way) 

too Catholic for Evelyn Waugh. Paradoxically, a modest but sound theory of the Catholic 

novel should enable us to better understand a genuinely English dimension of Greene and 

Waugh’s fiction. One emphasis of my definition is distinctly Catholic, though not 

distinctly English Catholic: the use of the sacraments and sacramental theology in the 

plot. But another emphasis is common to all novels of every age and language: an 

adherence to certain rules of the craft. The novel is an elastic literary form, but it has 

definite rules and boundaries. These are not drawn along strict temporal, national, 

ideological, or religious lines. A good definition of the novel will recognize it as a human 

art, with practitioners from every tongue, tribe, and nation. 

The outrageous idea of the Catholic novel 

Catholic novelists face numerous challenges. For instance, they do not exist 

(Sonnenfeld, Crossroads 26). This is not the case with poetry. Many Catholic poets, 

medieval and modern, have worked and sometimes excelled in sonnet, lyric, and epic, 

and are recognized and praised accordingly. Dante Alighieri, Gerard Manley Hopkins, 

Dana Gioia: these poets’ place in belles lettres is unassailable. But prose fiction is 

sometimes described as incommensurate with Catholic Christianity. 
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   Be sure yourself and your own reach to know,  

How far your genius, taste, and learning go;  

Launch not beyond your depth, but be discreet,  

And mark that point where sense and dulness meet. (Pope, Essay on Criticism ll. 48-51) 
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One argument against the very idea of the Catholic novel points to the supposed 

“formlessness” of the novel form. Henry James’s remark that those long Victorian novels 

are “large loose baggy monsters” applies equally well to much pre- and post-Victorian 

fiction (Preface to The Tragic Muse 515). Any species of literature that can include both 

Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy (1759-67) and, at its furthest reaches, Neil Gaiman’s 

75-issue graphic novel The Sandman (1989-96), is certainly capacious. Yet it is 

sometimes suggested that this amorphous literary form is not roomy enough for Roman 

Catholicism, precisely because of this religion’s insistence on form. On its surface the 

claim seems plausible. Why should we expect this formless form to be compatible with a 

religion that is so “formal” in piety, ritual, and liturgy; a religion that proclaims not just 

doctrine but dogma; a religion with a ‘magical’ interpretation of sacramental ritual?
94

 

Ernest Hemingway can introduce Catholic characters, trappings, and even ideas into his 

novels as emblems of something exotic or unattainable (The Sun Also Rises, 1926). 

Charlotte Brontë can use Catholic religious as villains and sources of temptation for her 

heroine (Villette, 1853). On the other hand Charles Dickens can create sympathetic, if not 

particularly distinct or interesting, Catholic victims (Barnaby Rudge, 1840-1). But the 

idea that a Catholic might write a good and (in a special sense defined below) orthodox 

novel, or explore thematically some item of dogmatic faith or morals, or make the 

supernatural or the miraculous an essential part of an otherwise “earthbound” plot—all of 

this can seem like a contradiction in terms. 

The plausibility dies at the surface, however. While the novel is usually 

earthbound, once one understands the Catholic conception of immanence, the earthbound 
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 Official Catholic teaching disclaims the term “magic,” but Greene uses it positively in reference to 

Catholicism in several of his books (The Lawless Roads, The End of the Affair). 
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takes on, or at least can be conceived to take on, a new dimension. Also, the novel is not 

formless. An Aristotelian or a modern scholastic like Jacques Maritain would argue that 

everything that actually exists (as opposed to something that only potentially exists, or 

that exists only in the mind) must necessarily have form. More humbly but no less 

cogently, library-goers everywhere recognize that the novel has a determining form, for it 

does not belong on the non-fiction shelf. If we can say nothing else about the form of the 

novel, it must be more or less fictional. 

This first argument might leave the impression that objections to the Catholic 

novel arise from ignorance or anti-Catholic prejudice. This is not true. A second 

superficial objection is made by devout Catholics. Flannery O’Connor devotes several 

pages of her essay “Catholic Novelists and Their Readers” (n.d.) to the defense of her art 

against pious and supposedly moral criticism. Addressing those Catholic readers who 

want fiction to be edifying no matter the cost in art she writes, “The Catholic novelist 

doesn’t have to be a saint; he doesn’t even have to be a Catholic; he does, unfortunately, 

have to be a novelist” (MM 172). O’Connor is following Maritain’s law that the sole 

concern of the artist, considered as an artist, is the good of the artwork. This is crucial for 

a proper understanding of the “orthodoxy” of a good novel. Morality is oriented to the 

good of the person, and while it is therefore vital to the artist considered as a person, 

morality must not be permitted to determine the artist’s work. A good orthodox novel is 

not necessarily edifying, which is the concern of morality or the “doing” intellect; and it 

is not necessarily true, for truth is the concern of the “speculative” intellect. A good 

orthodox novel is the product of the “making” intellect. 
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In another essay, “The Church and the Fiction Writer” (1957), O’Connor 

diagnoses these pious critics, “zealous without knowledge.”
95

 The “average Catholic 

reader,” she writes, is “more of a Manichean than the Church permits” (147). Most 

Catholic readers (and speaking from my own experience, many protestant readers, as 

well) are seriously mistaken about how fiction works. By posing the wrong sort of rift 

between nature and grace, between the natural and the supernatural orders, in their 

reading if not in the rest of their imaginative and intellectual lives, they “become able to 

recognize nature in literature in only two forms, the sentimental and the obscene.” It is 

not that ‘nature loves to hide’; a bad idea and bad habits cloud such readers’ vision. They 

simply cannot see properly. Healthy, natural sentiment (for instance) becomes invisible. 

They either overlook it or confuse it with its dangerous excess, sentimentality. The perils 

of sentimentality extend beyond the individual reader: “Weimar leads to Auschwitz. The 

nihilism of some scientists in the name of ideology or sentimentality and the consequent 

devaluation of individual human life lead straight to the gas chamber” (“The Art of 

Fiction XCVII: Walker Percy” 155). This is not a distinctly Christian failure, but (at least 

in America), Christians probably comprise most of those censorious readers who object 

to lovemaking in fiction. They do so because they assume such scenes must be 

pornographic. What is such a critic to make of the erotic but not titillating “And then the 

earth moved” in Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls? Or at another extreme, the 

chaste but horrifying diagrams in Walker Percy’s Lancelot? 

As an aside we can note that sentimentality and obscenity are fundamental 

categories for the analysis of Graham Greene’s art. Sometimes he masters them. He 
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 This essay begins with an immortal line for the student of the Catholic novel: “The question of what 

effect the Church has on the fiction writer who is a Catholic cannot always be answered by pointing to the 

presence of Graham Greene among us” (143). 
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frequently exploits them for access to “the dangerous edge of things” (a line from 

Browning that Greene singled out as peculiarly his own). O’Connor would have us 

realize that sentimentality and obscenity are closely allied defects in the mind. Intellect 

and will are the two supreme powers of the human mind. Sentimentality is a failure of the 

intellect by abdication, and sexual sin is a failure of the will, which should be regulated 

by reason and charity. Both failures are at work in pornography, which “is essentially 

sentimental, for it leaves out the connection of sex with its hard purpose” (MM 148). 

There is, or appears to be, a third source of arguments against the very idea of the 

Catholic novel. This time we are not dealing with O’Connor’s “average Catholic reader,” 

but those pious and moral Catholic critics who are definitely not Manichean. I do not 

know whether Augustine, the supremely anti-Manichean Catholic, said anything for or 

against the “novels” of his day, but early in the Confessions he argues that theater-going 

is bad for the soul, because at the theater one witnesses piteous scenes that one cannot in 

any way assist or relieve (Confessions 36, trans. Chadwick). The “fourth wall” that 

divides the actors from the audience renders impossible any acts of charity between them; 

to think otherwise is be as confused as Don Quixote at the puppet show. This argument 

seems to apply to the novel. But Catholic tradition has not followed Augustine the 

Platonist on every question. This dissertation finds its theoretical structures primarily in 

Maritain the Thomist, and by extension Thomas the Aristotelian. Maritain would say that 

Augustine at the theater confuses the proper end of art (the good of the artwork) with the 

proper end of the human creature (moral goodness and divine love). 

The formidable Catholic intellectual and sometime novelist John Henry Newman 

has also been seen as denying the very possibility of Catholic literature. In a lecture 
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delivered in the late 1850s (mentioned several times in Chapter 2), Newman claims that 

“when weighed in the balance of truth and morality,” even the best literature will be bad. 

“It cannot be otherwise; human nature is in all ages and all countries the same; and its 

literature, therefore, will ever and everywhere be one and the same also. Man’s works 

will savour of man” (“English Catholic Literature” 237). Conor Cruise O’Brien took 

these lines to mean that “imaginative literature” simply cannot be Catholic (Maria ix). 

Prelapsarian Adam might have written a truly good piece of literature. But this 

interpretation of Newman’s words proves too much, for it entails that not even human 

beings can be Catholic “when weighed in the balance of truth and morality.” When 

Flannery O’Connor writes that one need not be a good Catholic to be a Catholic novelist, 

she can do so because one need not be a good Catholic to be a Catholic. And in fact the 

New Testament casts doubt on those religious folk who admire their own performance of 

religious duties in comparison with their fellows (Luke 18:9-14). The puritan impulse, in 

the forms of Donatism and Jansenism, has been formally condemned by the Church. 

Graham Greene also misunderstood this passage from Newman. Like O’Brien, he 

claimed that it meant that the “Catholic writer”—“detestable term!”—was a strict 

impossibility (Ways of Escape 77; cf. Ker, Catholic Revival 115-116). He happily 

endorsed the idea, ever ready to characterize himself as a “novelist who happens to be 

Catholic” rather than “a Catholic novelist.” But how could it be true? Was Newman a 

Catholic lecturer, but not a Catholic writer? Was the live oration Catholic, but not the 

manuscript or subsequent publication? Taking “writer” to mean “novelist,” which is what 

Greene really means, we are left with the awkward fact that Newman himself published 

two novels, one before the lecture (Loss and Gain, 1848) and one after (Callista, 1855). 
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Similar care is necessary to properly understand Newman’s remark, later in the 

lecture, that he has “no dream of Catholic Classics as still reserved for the English 

language” (239). Newman is working with a specific definition of “classic.” The only 

authors who can qualify as the classics of any given nation or literature are those who 

were active in “a particular age of a nation’s life,” the beginning. Early activity is not 

enough; they must also “perform a particular office” toward the nation’s language, taking 

“the foremost place in exemplifying [its] powers and conducting [its] development” 

(240). Any Catholic writer—and Newman is not thinking exclusively of imaginative 

writers—who works with a language that has already been “developed” is by definition 

excluded from the “classics.”
96

 Since English as we know it has already been developed 

by others—not Catholics—“Catholic Classics” are perforce an impossibility in English. 

For now O’Connor can breathe easy. She has, after all, existed. Newman’s low 

expectations of literature, whether or not it is classic or Catholic, can also be put more 

positively: the Catholic who undertakes a literary career in the English language has an 

uphill battle. He is working with a language built, in its modern form, by protestants. The 

Catholic novelist’s difficulty is even greater, for he is working with a language and a 

literary form that have been developed and dominated by non-Catholics. The difficulty 

increases again for the Catholic or Christian novelist who lives in the increasingly secular 

late modern world. Responding to one of Bloy’s more virulent comments about the 

impossibility of “Christian art,” Maritain describes this cascade of problems: 

Do not say that a Christian art is impossible. Say rather that it is difficult, 

doubly difficult—fourfold difficult, because it is difficult to be an artist 

and very difficult to be a Christian, and because the total difficulty is not 

simply the sum but the product of these two difficulties multiplied by one 

another: for it is a question of harmonizing two absolutes. Say that the 
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 For a partial list of Newman’s classic English writers, see my Introduction. 
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difficulty becomes tremendous when the entire age lives far from Christ, 

for the artist is greatly dependent upon the spirit of his time. (A&S 65) 

A definition of the novel 

Before proceeding we must make the perilous attempt to define “the novel” as a 

literary form. Such a definition must be firm at the edges but very broad: firm because 

otherwise it will not be a definition, and broad because of the relative formlessness of the 

form. My favorite definition comes from J.A. Cuddon. At forty pages, “novel” is the 

longest entry in his wonderful Dictionary of Literary Terms and Literary Theory (4th 

edn, 1999). Most of the entry consists of a list of major and minor novels and novelists 

from all over the world, starting in Egypt five hundred years before Homer and 

concluding in the mid-1990s. Near the beginning of the entry, Cuddon writes that as early 

the sixteenth century “the term denoted a prose narrative about characters and their 

actions in what was recognizably everyday life and usually in the present, with the 

emphasis on things being ‘new’ or a ‘novelty’” (561, emphasis added). Then he adds, 

with just the right degree of formality, 

As to the quiddity of the novel there has been as much debate. However, 

without performing contortions to be comprehensive we may hazard that it 

is a form of story or prose narrative containing characters, action and 

incident, and, perhaps, a plot. (emphasis added) 

 

I have yet to encounter a novel that does not fit this definition, which performs the 

essential work of distinguishing prose fiction from poetic fiction (largely a matter of 

“form”) and prose romance (largely a matter of “matter” or subject). 
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Realism and the worldliness of the novel: Ian Watt 

For “escapism” does represent a reality, and [Edward] Lear gives a classic example. 

Waugh, “A Victorian Escapist” 813 

 

Cuddon manage to avoid the notoriously slippery term “realism,” but he cannot 

avoid the issue altogether. His position is indicated by the phrase “recognizably everyday 

life.” Worlds are at stake in that adverb. What constitutes the “recognizable” aspects of 

daily life? One fairly typical answer to this question is found in Bernard Bergonzi’s 

review of David Lodge’s comic Catholic novel, How Far Can You Go? (1980): 

The novel as it had developed since the eighteenth century was bürgerlich, 

this-worldly, realistic, empirical, phenomenological; unlike the romance, 

which it had partly replaced, it was not well adapted to miraculous or 

supernatural happenings. If religion appeared at all it was a matter of 

social behavior or ethical conviction. The Catholic novelists [whose 

heyday was prior to Vatican II] occupied a world that was less solid and 

[less] complacently materialistic; it was partly transparent to other worlds, 

reflecting the flames of Hell or, less frequently, the radiance of Heaven. 

(“Conspicuous” 44) 

 

Much of this is charming, not to mention accurate. Novels should be distinguished from 

the older romances and other fictions. Catholic novels, not least Graham Greene’s 

Brighton Rock, tend to pay more attention to Hell than to Heaven. (This should be no 

cause for complaint to anyone who has read the “heaven” books of Paradise Lost.) 

Above all there are Bergonzi’s clarifying glosses on “realistic”: “this-worldly,” 

“empirical,” “phenomenological,” all of which are close to “earthbound.” But if these 

words clarify what Bergonzi means by “realism,” they do not settle every question. First, 

who determines what counts as “realistic”? Why precisely should heaven and hell, which 

some of us affirm to be quite “real,” be excluded from a “realistic” narrative? Why 

should realism be a matter of (what is popularly supposed to be) the lowest common 

denominator in human experience? To forfeit “realism” to one’s ideological disputants is, 
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I think, to give up the whole game, to condemn one’s philosophy. Second, assuming that 

before the Catholic writers the novel was “not well adapted” to miracles and 

“supernatural happenings,” were they able to adapt it successfully? Or is there something 

in this “empirical” and “phenomenological” literary form (“the genre of the post-

Enlightenment”) that makes it averse to Catholic mystery, or even natural theology? 

“Realism and the Novel Form,” the first chapter of Ian Watt’s influential The Rise 

of the Novel (1957), suggests that the novel is essentially opposed to the philosophy 

underlying Roman Catholicism. Watt knows that realism is a problematic term and 

wisely chooses to define it. Let us consider the definition and how he applies it to fiction. 

In Watt’s telling, the novel developed in eighteenth-century England, with Daniel 

Defoe, Samuel Richardson, and Henry Fielding. Since theirs was not a medieval but a 

“modern” world, in which philosophy had turned Cartesian rather than Aristotelian or 

Thomistic, the novel, at the level of form, must be interested in peculiarly modern 

problems and shaped by certain identifiable philosophical commitments (Rise 11ff). The 

novel prefers “individual experience” over “traditional practice” (13), so it rejects 

“traditional plots” in favor of original stories (13-14). Concern for “real” individuals 

explains the use of proper names for characters, rather than allegorical names like 

Everyman, or Volpone, or Christian (18-21).
97

 This investment in individuals extends 

beyond persons to include “individual” moments in time; Watt refers to the dated and 

occasionally timestamped letters that comprise Richardson’s Pamela (21-25). He points 

out that we expect to learn the texture of particular places from novels, such as the New 

World plantation where Defoe finally settles Moll Flanders, or the inns to which Fielding 

sends Tom Jones while he chases Sophia Western on the London road (26-27). Finally 
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and most tellingly, there is “the adaptation of prose style to give an air of complete 

authenticity” (27). “Authenticity,” like Cuddon’s “recognizably,” bears a heavy and not 

quite explicit load in this claim, but he seems to mean the use of a natural style and an 

aversion to rhetoric (29). All of these features add up to what Watt calls “formal realism,” 

which is the “narrative embodiment” of a certain “premise”: 

…the novel is a full and authentic report of human experience, and is 

therefore under an obligation to satisfy its reader with such details of the 

story as the individuality of the actors concerned, [and] the particulars of 

the times and places of their actions, details which are presented through a 

more largely referential use of language than is common in other literary 

forms. (32) 

 

To reformulate the question we posed to Bernard Bergonzi, are the supernatural and the 

miraculous necessarily excluded from the “full and authentic report of human 

experience”? The answer must be negative, and not just for religious reasons. Counter-

examples leap to mind. Is Wuthering Heights a novel? The Turn of the Screw? The 

Picture of Dorian Gray? One Hundred Years of Solitude? Midnight’s Children? Harry 

Potter? What about the entire subgenres of science fiction and fantasy, and more recently 

paranormal fiction? 

The full solution to this problem depends on the definition of “realism.” 

Fortunately Watt provides a definition, but it is a rather bad one. Watt severely 

mischaracterizes Aristotelian and scholastic philosophy at the beginning of his chapter. 

He thinks “the scholastic Realists of the Middle Ages” believed that “it is universals, 

classes or abstractions, and not the particular, concrete objects of sense-perception, which 

are the true ‘realities’” (11). Noting the inverted commas, which go unexplained, we must 

say that if Watt means that the scholastics denied the reality of things perceived by the 

senses, he is simply mistaken. To correct him at length would be a distraction and the 
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truth is easily discovered in philosophy textbooks, but the fundamental point is that the 

medieval scholastics were more Aristotelian than Platonic.
98

 Following “the master of 

those who know,” as Dante calls Aristotle in the Divine Comedy, the scholastics had a 

“hylomorphic” conception of material reality. According to this view, corporeal or bodily 

things are a combination of two substantial principles, matter (hyle) and form (morphe). 

The substantial form of a corporeal thing (which must not be confused with its accidental 

form, the quality and quantity of its matter, its appearance, its arrangement in space, etc.) 

is actual or determining, while the matter of a thing is potential (malleable, determined) 

(IP 247). By itself or separate from substantial form, matter does not actually exist. In 

this state it is not simply matter but “first matter,” materia prima, not a thing in itself, but 

“a sort of non-entity” and “that of which things are made” (IP 166-7, emphasis in 

original). It is not “actual” but “potential.”
99

 The actuality comes in union with a form. In 

fact, only when these two complementary “substantial principles” (first matter and 

substantial form) are conjoined, are we dealing with a natural (existing, real) material 

being.
100

 

The problem for Watt is that none of the things that we see around us—not one of 

the “particular, concrete objects of sense-perception” (Rise 11)—is materia prima. First 

matter is by definition ‘insensible’ because it does not actually exist. It potentially exists, 

but no human eye has ever seen a thing that only potentially exists. Furthermore, since 
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 At least Plato as he is often understood. Not all readers of Plato take him to have taught much positive 

doctrine. This is true of his first disciples and again in modern times. For this point I am indebted to Peter 

Adamson, professor of philosophy at the Ludwig Maximilian University in Munich, who conducts the 

excellent podcast, “History of Philosophy without any gaps.” 
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 For more, see Copleston, History 2.II.43-54. See also materia prima in Blackburn, Oxford Dictionary of 

Philosophy 225. 
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 Purely spiritual beings lack matter (“immaterial”). The human soul is precisely the “substantial form” of 

the human being. Combined with materia prima, the substantial form comprises a unique, individual 

human being. 
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every ‘sensible’ is a composite of matter (passive) and form (active), every sensible thing 

is quite real.
101

 It will not do to say that “universals, classes or abstractions” are real and 

“the objects of sense-perceptions” are unreal. That is not the Aristotelian and Thomistic 

doctrine. Mindful that universals pose an exceedingly complicated problem, let us consult 

Maritain, who compresses the position of St Thomas, the supreme scholastic realist and 

disciple of Aristotle, into two crisp sentences: “That which our ideas present to us as a 

universal does not exist outside the mind as a universal. That which our ideas present to 

us as a universal exists outside the mind individuated” (IP 161).
102

 

Even this brief dip into scholastic philosophy should show Watt’s error. While the 

mind can distinguish between universals and the individuals in which they exist, and 

which are presented to the senses, the universals are not floating around untethered to 

individuals, waiting to be known. The mental act of distinguishing a universal from a 

particular, which is properly called ‘abstraction,’ is absolutely necessary for intellectual 

knowledge (as opposed to “sense-knowledge”). But it is a special, spiritual activity which 

works upon the universe of things. The division happens in the mind, only after the 

deliverances of the senses have been presented to it. 

Perhaps Watt does not mean what he appears to say. Perhaps the inverted commas 

around realities are meant to indicate that the scholastics saw God’s existence as 

infinitely superior to that of humans (and every other kind of being), which is true. They 

would say that non-created existence is necessary, while all created existence is 
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 Mirages and the like are not sensible things, but mere appearances, tricks of the eye. 
102

 Maritain adds that he cannot “over-emphasize the importance of the problem of universals”: 

It is for want of attention to it that so many philosophers and scientists of modem times 

cling to the naive belief that science must be a copy pure and simple, a tracing of the 

individual reality; serve up the stock arguments of ignorance against abstraction, the 

essential precondition of all human knowledge; and when treating of the principles of the 

sciences, especially of mathematics, spin elaborate theories, devoid of solid foundation, 

whose sole result is to render knowledge totally impossible. (IP 161-2) 
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contingent; they would affirm that the immaterial order is, in Maritain’s phrase, “more 

real and truer” than the material order (IP 58); but they would not proceed to deny the 

reality of corporeal things. In any case this reading of Watt is difficult to sustain given his 

insistence that only the “modern realism” of Descartes, Locke, and Reid teaches that 

“truth can be discovered by the individual through his senses” (12). On the contrary, 

In regard to corporeal substances St. Thomas adopts from the very outset 

the common-sense standpoint, according to which there are a multiplicity 

of substances. The human mind comes to know in dependence on sense-

experience, and the first concrete objects the mind knows are material 

objects into relation with which it enters through the senses. (Copleston 

2.II.44, emphasis added). 

 

Maritain is emphatic about the necessity of sense-perception for knowledge: 

Moreover, we could not possibly derive our ideas from things, except by 

way of the senses, which are in immediate contact with things. And we 

have only to observe the mental development of a child to be convinced 

that all our knowledge begins with the senses. Therefore intellectual 

knowledge (knowledge by means of ideas) must undoubtedly be derived 

from sense-knowledge. (IP 171) 

 

Not all intellectual knowledge is concerned with material things: consider mathematics 

and theology. Nevertheless “all our knowledge begins with the senses,” which 

immediately give sense-knowledge, which in turn forms the basis of intellectual 

knowledge, or knowledge properly so called. The denial of the reality of universals is 

nominalism, which is a different late scholastic position (IP 159-60). The denial of the 

reality of sensible things is idealism, which is as old as Plato (IP 160, 177). Both 

positions are significantly different from Aristotelian-Scholastic realism (IP 30), which 

Maritain terms moderate realism (IP 160-1).
103

 Analogously, when Maritain turns to the 

problem of the sheer existence of corporeal and spiritual things, he stakes out a position 

between two different errors: materialism, which denies the existence or verifiability of 
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 For the term critical realism, see DK 75ff. 
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the immaterial order, and (again) idealism, which denies the existence or verifiability of 

the material order (IP 176-7).
104

 We will revisit this commitment to things and the 

priority of sense-perceptions in examining Flannery O’Connor’s concept of the novelist’s 

“anagogical vision.” 

Two features of Watt’s chapter help to redeem it. First, on three occasions he 

softens his medieval/modern distinction by admitting that the differences between the 

novel and other, older kinds of fiction are matters of degree rather than kind (18, 26, 32). 

This at least suggests that he sees the philosophical differences underlying the fiction of 

different eras as less stark than he states. There are indeed significant differences that 

must be recognized, for Descartes is not a Thomist, but the difference Watt describes is 

based on a misunderstanding. Second, even if Watt is mistaken at the theoretical level, 

we can learn from his interpretation of particular texts. As we saw with Crowe, lively 

readings are not necessarily hampered by theoretical error. 

If “realism” can be understood as a commitment to “this-worldliness” in the sense 

of materialism, it can also be understood as a commitment to “other-worldliness” in the 

sense of idealism. But Maritain’s moderate realism suggests a tertium quid, an “other-

worldliness” that does not bypass “this” world.
105

 Most of us have a clear idea of what 

“natural” means. It is probably indicated by Bernard Bergonzi’s list: “bürgerlich, this-
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 Analogous to the (logical) problem of universals is the (epistemic) problem of knowing that we know 

anything at all. Maritain calls his position on this problem moderate intellectualism, and contrasts it with 

skepticism on the one hand and rationalism on the other (IP 179-184). 
105

 This very idea in C.S. Lewis’s formulation is the source of Marian E. Crowe’s title for Aiming at 

Heaven, Getting the Earth: 

If you read history you will find that the Christians who did most for the present world 

were just those who thought most of the next. The Apostles themselves, who set on foot 

the conversion of the Roman Empire, the great men who built up the Middle Ages, the 

English Evangelicals who abolished the Slave Trade, all left their mark on Earth, 

precisely because their minds were occupied with Heaven. It is since Christians have 

largely ceased to think of the other world that they have become so ineffective in this. 

Aim at Heaven and you will get earth “thrown in”: aim at earth and you will get neither. 

(Mere Christianity 134) 
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worldly, realistic, empirical, phenomenological.” But “supernatural” and similar words 

like “miraculous,” “magical,” and “paranormal,” may not be so clear. Consider the 

strongest of these terms, the one furthest from the burghers and the empiricists: 

supernatural. Etymologically, the adjective refers to a realm or level of being that is 

“above nature” (metaphorically, of course). It marks a useful contrast to paranormal, 

which is, so to speak, off to one side of the normal, unusual, perhaps inexplicable, but 

still undoubtedly on the plane of the natural. Assuming for the sake of argument that the 

supernatural is a category populated with actual members and not just notional ones—

that is, assuming that supernatural things actually exist—how should we conceive the 

relation of supernature to nature and culture? It is possible for the supernatural to be 

entirely outside of the “full and authentic report of human experience.” God and all 

things “above” may be absolutely and exclusively transcendent. Many a venerable 

philosophical and religious tradition has maintained something like this, including some 

Christian and Muslim traditions, such as apophatic theology. But it is also possible for 

God to be accessible to human experience. The supernatural may be immanent in one 

sense while remaining transcendent in another. Such of course is the dominant Christian 

idea, supremely on display in the doctrine of the Incarnation and secondarily in the 

doctrines of Word and Sacrament. At the very beginning of Confessions, Augustine 

prays, “I would have no being, I would not have any existence, unless you were in me. Or 

rather, I would have no being if I were not in you” (4, trans. Chadwick).
106

 His very 

existence—not just his Christian existence, but his human existence—depends on 

communion with God, a communion that can be described as indwelling. Such is the case 

with all contingent beings, all that is not God. In the light of this paradox, both Christian 
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 These sentences probably mimic the syntax of St Paul at Gal. 4:9. 
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and unbelieving readers should be able to see how the earthiness of the novel need not 

exclude God from its pages. 

The atheism of the novel: José Ortega y Gasset 

Ian Watt’s argument fails, but an illustrious twentieth-century intellectual has 

given a stronger, explicitly atheist account of the novel. Spanish philosopher José Ortega 

y Gasset does not directly address the Catholic novel, but he denies that the novel, 

properly understood, has room for any kind of supernatural religion. It allows for religion 

in an external or material sense. Considered from the outside, as a sociological or even a 

psychological fact, religion is a suitable subject for fiction. But it cannot incorporate for 

religion in a formal sense, an active and determining force emanating from beyond nature 

and culture. Accordingly supernature, along with many other spheres or aspects of human 

life and thought, can have no formal or determining role in the composition of a novel: 

…the novel lends itself more easily than any other literary form to 

absorbing elements alien to art. Within the novel almost anything fits: 

science, religion, sociology, aesthetic criticism—if only it is ultimately 

derealized and confined within the inner world of the novel; i.e., if it 

remains without actual and effective validity. In other words, a novel can 

contain as much sociology as it desires, but the novel itself cannot be 

sociological. (Ortega, “Notes” 103, emphasis in original) 

 

And the novel can contain religion, but cannot be religious. This argument denies not just 

the Catholic novel, but the Anglican novel, the Calvinist novel, the Muslim novel, the 

Jewish novel, the Republican or Democrat novel, the Ptolemaic or Copernican novel, the 

Art for Art’s Sake novel, the “novel with a purpose,” even the “novel of ideas.”
107

 

                                                           
107

 I distinguish the “novel with a purpose,” such as Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle or the third part of Richard 

Wright’s Native Son, from the “novel of ideas,” such as Aldous Huxley’s Antic Hay or G.K. Chesterton’s 

The Man Who Was Thursday. 
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Remarkably, there is a sense in which Jacques Maritain agrees. Yet Ortega imposes a 

special ban on religion.
108

 

Before looking at the argument, we should make one more distinction. “Atheist” 

accounts of the novel do make room, in the “full and authentic report of human 

experience,” for unexplained or inexplicable things and events, which run the affective 

gamut from secular “miracles”
109

 (such as Rose of Sharon’s selfless offer to nurse the 

starving man in The Grapes of Wrath) to psychological horrors (such as the ambiguous 

Peter Quint in The Turn of the Screw). Such events and objects need not be “derealized” 

in the novel; surely no reasonable account of the novel can demand the rational 

explanation of any and every human dilemma and quandary. Ortega is willing to grant 

that there is irreducible mystery at the heart of human existence. But such mystery cannot 

be harnessed in the form of the novel, for that would be propagandistic. Even as subjects, 

mysteries must be desacralized, i.e., fundamentally secular or “atheist.” The supernatural, 

by definition immune to desacralization, is thereby excluded. 

In 1914, or about forty years before Ian Watt’s analysis, Ortega y Gasset hesitates 

to use the term “realism”: “terrible, uncomfortable word!” (Meditations on Quixote 124). 
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 By an accident of history, Georg Lukács composed an argument similar to Ortega’s at the same time. 

Ortega published his Meditations on Quixote in 1914, and Lukács wrote The Theory of the Novel in the 

same year. Both also happen to share one aspect of method, for they consider the novel in relation to the 

epic, albeit in different ways. I nevertheless omit discussion of Lukács in this essay, following the author’s 

own mature judgment. In a 1962 Preface to The Theory of the Novel, Lukács rejected almost all of what he 

had written, calling the book “an attempt which failed both in design and in execution” (17). He holds out a 

bit of hope, in that the “distortion” of the argument “does not mean, of course, that the author of The 

Theory of the Novel was precluded in principle from uncovering any interesting correlations” (14). Perhaps 

it is customary for Lukács to speak of his past self in the third person. He does not do so exclusively in this 

Preface, and I am not familiar with his other work. But at least in this Preface, he emphasizes the distance 

between his past and present positions. “[I]f anyone today reads The Theory of the Novel in order to 

become more intimately acquainted with the pre-history of the important ideologies of the 1920s and 

1930s, he will derive profit from a critical reading of the book along the lines I have suggested. But if he 

picks up the book in the hope that it will serve him as a guide, the result will be a still greater 

disorientation” (22-23). 
109

 Greene refers to the “newspaper” sense of this word (End of the Affair 188-9). 
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In a later essay he claims that he has “always been careful to use [the word] in quotation 

marks” in order to “render it suspect” (“Notes on the Novel” 102). This is not quite true, 

but the reader can without violence to the argument supply the marks wherever they are 

lacking (such as “Notes” 96). Ortega’s objection to the word stems from two 

commitments. The first is moral. In an admirable gesture of tolerance toward the ancients 

who actually believed in the gods of epic poetry, he writes that “the desire for realism, 

characteristic of our times, cannot be raised to the rank of a norm. We like the illusion of 

apparent reality, but other ages have had other preferences…. Let us prefer to have unruly 

diversity rather than monotonous conformity on earth” (Meditations 127). Ortega refuses 

that tendency of certain self-proclaimed “realists” to scorn the “romantics,” “dreamers,” 

“pessimists,” anyone operating according to different canons. 

Ortega’s second commitment is philosophical, and suggested by a doubled phrase 

in the preceding quotation (“the illusion of apparent reality”). After describing Quixote’s 

‘misreading’ of the windmills, Ortega writes something that at first seems incoherent: 

“there is an allusion to Briarean arms in the turning wings of these windmills” 

(Meditations 141). A few pages later he repeats and expands this assertion, applying it to 

all of reality: “In the same way as the outlines of rocks and clouds contain allusions to 

certain animal forms, all things from their inert materiality make signs, as it were, which 

we interpret” (Meditations 143). Despite the ambiguity resulting from his positive 

assertions (“there is an allusion”; “rocks contain allusions”), it seems that Ortega places 

all the operations of signification within the human subject, the human mind. To interpret 

an object is to read into it, to create rather than discern. In other words, we are all a little 

mad, a little like Quixote. Nothing actually contains signs. There are no “objective” signs. 
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Material reality, which for Ortega is the only reality, is “mute”, “terrible,” “brutal,” 

“meaningless” (Meditations 144, 145). By imposing meaning on “mute” natural things, 

we ventriloquize: we (pretend to) give them a voice. In a frightening and moving 

nihilistic passage on the strangeness of seeing poetry and beauty in “terrible,” “brutal” 

reality, Ortega writes that culture is just as meaningless as nature, that even linguistic 

signs are like the clouds and the windmill’s wings: 

This distinction [between real things and their representation] is, in my 

opinion, decisive: the poetic quality of reality does not lie in the reality of 

this or that particular thing, but in reality as a generic function. Therefore 

it does not actually matter what objects the realist chooses to describe. 

Any one at all will do, since they all have an imaginary halo around them, 

and the point is to show the pure materiality under it. We see in this 

materiality its final claim, its critical power before which, providing it is 

declared sufficient, man’s pretension to the ideal, to all that he loves and 

imagines, yields; the insufficiency, in a word, of culture, of all that is 

noble, clear, lofty—this is the significance of poetic realism. Cervantes 

recognize that culture is all that, but that, alas, it is a fiction. (Meditations 

144) 

 

This abyss threatens to swallow up all efforts at communication and knowledge—

including Ortega’s own sophisticated philosophico-literary inquiry into his country’s 

great novel. Aware of this he continues: “It is sad that [reality] should reveal itself to us 

thus, but what can we do about it! It is real, it is there, it is terribly self-sufficient” 

(Meditations 145). The moment when one realizes the fundamental hollowness of all 

reality, natural and cultural, is “a dangerous hour” (Meditations 132). Ortega pushed 

through that hour by remembering his moral objection to “realism.” The philosophical 

objection undergirds the moral objection, for the realists are just as mistaken about reality 

as the “romantics,” “optimists,” or “pessimists.” When Albert Sonnenfeld wrote that 

“Don Quixote is with us still,” this is not what he had in mind (“Twentieth” 405). 
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Despite these reservations Ortega does not discard the concept of realism. 

Whatever the full consequences of claiming that reality is meaningless, Ortega places at 

least a provisional trust in his own understanding of reality, the interpretation of reality (a 

sort of anti-interpretation) that claims that there is nothing much to understand about 

reality. Otherwise why write books or speak to others? Like Watt, Ortega also trusts post-

medieval developments in philosophy (and science): 

With his physics, Galileo lays down the stern laws which govern the 

universe. A new system has begun; everything is confined within stricter 

forms. Adventures are impossible in this new order of things. Before long, 

Leibnitz would declare that simple possibility lacks any validity; only the 

“compossible” is possible, that is to say, what is closely connected with 

the natural laws. (Meditations 138, emphasis in original) 

 

Ortega does not defend such claims (after all they are utterly commonplace), and the 

reader who does not share these assumptions is free to reject his theory of the novel. But 

we now have the context necessary to appreciate the theory. The “sad” truths of nihilism 

and atheism determine the atheist character of the novel. 

For Ortega there are two kinds of fiction that we commonly call novels, but only 

one deserves the name. Both kinds are in a filial relation to epic poetry, and are 

distinguished by their degree of continuity with the older literary form. One kind of novel 

is practically continuous with epic. It includes stories of adventure, fantasy, and romance, 

“all that is called story, ballad, legend, and books of chivalry” (Meditations 129). Such 

stories are often called novels, but they are best understood as poorly written epics. True, 

there are real, formal differences between The Iliad and The Expedition of Humphry 

Clinker or The Pickwick Papers. No one thinks of Matthew Bramble or Mr Pickwick as 

real men who really traveled about the English countryside, but (at least according to 

Ortega) Homer and his audience genuinely believed the story about Troy (Meditations 
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122). But in all three of these stories, Ortega insists, our main interest is in “the 

narrative,” the interesting series of events (130). Ortega distinguishes “narrative” from 

“description,” which he considers to be the main interest in the genuine novel. In the later 

essay “Notes on the Novel” (1925), Ortega uses the same idea, and (once) the same 

language (62), but he now prefers to distinguish between the “subject” or “plot” of the 

adventure, and the “personages” or “interesting characters” of the genuine novel. Ortega 

thus provides one answer to the problem of earthbound stories suddenly interrupted by 

the miraculous or numinous: they aren’t novels at all. By classifying as pseudo-novels all 

fantastic stories and adventures, such as Jules Verne (Meditations 131), Edgar Allen Poe, 

and H.G. Wells (“Notes” 88), and presumably all of the science fiction and fantasy 

stories that followed in their wake, Ortega excludes much of the otherworldly from the 

novel proper. 

Pseudo-novels are obedient but slightly stupid children to the epic. Genuine 

novels are errant, mischievous, wayward. Their rebellion works in a curious way, by 

absorbing into itself the conventions of the epic: its high themes, mythic settings, heroic 

figures, grand actions, exotic or elite societies. But the absorption is also an act of 

subordination, for it is accomplished through irony. The great stories and heroes of the 

past are neither ignored nor straightforwardly enjoyed; they are enjoyed indirectly and 

mockingly. The conventions of the epic are debunked, derealized, “called out” as 

fantasies, and they grow pale and wither in contrast with the other, more “realistic” 

elements of the novel. The true novel is enjoyed not for its events or personages 

(“narration”), but for its unflattering “description” of them: 

On the other hand, description interests us in the novel precisely because 

we are not actually interested in what it describes. We disregard the 
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objects which are placed before us in order to pay attention to the manner 

in which they are presented. Neither Sancho, nor the priest, nor the barber, 

nor the Knight of the Green Overcoat, nor Madame Bovary, nor her 

husband, nor the foolish Homais are interesting. We would not give two 

cents to see them. But we would give away a kingdom for the satisfaction 

of seeing them captured within the confines of the two famous books. 

(Meditations 131) 

 

By now we can better understand what Ortega meant by calling “the poetic quality of 

reality” its “generic function” (Meditations 144). Reality is uninteresting because it is 

inherently meaningless, but there is inevitable poetry and pathos in the attempt to believe 

otherwise. “This collapse of the poetic is the theme of realistic poetry” (Meditations 144). 

While the collapse is essentially comic (Sancho caught in a blanket and launched into the 

air), pathos can blossom into tragedy in the best novels, which bear witness to the fall or 

failure of the muse (Quixote defeated by the false knight and sent home) (Meditations 

160). 

Ortega takes this distinction between real and false novels from a passage in 

Cervantes (117), whose great novel is the main subject of his book. It is hard to gainsay 

his argument as it applies to Don Quixote, the hero of which is as a good symbol of 

novelistic irony. The otherworldly survives only as Quixote’s imaginative fancies. Unlike 

the pseudo-novel, the genuine novel is all windmills, no giants. 

From Ortega’s perspective, the prospect of a Catholic novelist is plainly 

impossible. Pseudo-novels may retail the fantastic, but they are not novels. Genuine 

novels can only ironize the “impossible.” If we accept Ortega’s scheme, what shall we 

make of a few famous so-called Catholic novels? Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited would 

be deemed a false novel on purely social grounds, since it is insufficiently ironic in 

tracking the foibles and maladroit virtues of an extraordinarily wealthy family. Charles 
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Ryder is our representative pilgrim, making his way through the land of the gods, too 

captivated by Sebastian and Julia to deflate their pretensions—and, crucially, never 

suspecting his own eventual divinization. Moving from the gods to the God, the divine 

finger that “twitches upon the thread” is even less novelistic in Ortega’s sense. If 

Waugh’s purpose is to follow the operations of divine grace, he cannot according to 

Ortega expect to do so with irony or blasphemy. But it is hopeless; supernatural religion 

is inextricable from plot and character; the memoirist is converted by a genuine miracle. 

To take briefly another famous example, we need look no further than the title of Georges 

Bernanos’s Sous le soleil de Satan. In Part Two of the book, a priest wandering through a 

field encounters the devil himself, who talks with him, wrestles him, and (with inspired 

grotesquerie) kisses him on the lips. But if the novel has no giants, it certainly has no 

demons. Our Catholic novels ar not novels at all, but romances in the ‘naïve’ epic 

tradition. 

The protestantism of the novel: George Orwell 

Another formidable critic of the very idea of the Catholic novel is George Orwell, 

who though an atheist himself, did not go as far as Ortega. In a curious passage in “Inside 

the Whale” (1940), Orwell refers to the “protestantism” of the novel. 

The atmosphere of orthodoxy is always damaging to prose, and above all 

it is completely ruinous to the novel, the most anarchical of all forms of 

literature. How many Roman Catholics have been good novelists? Even 

the handful one could name have usually been bad Catholics. The novel is 

practically a Protestant form of art; it is a product of the free mind, of the 

autonomous individual. (241) 

 

The idea that good Catholic novelists are often bad Catholics has some truth to it, if 

“bad” means heterodox. Gene Kellogg’s genealogy of the French Catholic novel includes 
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an entire strand of Jansenist writers.
110

 But Orwell is not really interested in religion in 

this essay, much less on kind of Christian’s claims over another’s. The essay opens and 

closes with an analysis of the political outlook of Henry Miller. Orwell paraphrases that 

outlook as, “there are many worse things than being swallowed by whales” (244). The 

reference is to the prophet Jonah, and Orwell interprets Miller as endorsing an eyes-wide-

open political quietism: “He is fiddling while Rome is burning, and, unlike the enormous 

majority of people who do this, fiddling with his face towards the flames” (243). The 

bulky (and fascinating) middle portion of the essay surveys English literature between the 

two World Wars. Orwell divides these writers into three categories: the Georgians 

(epitomized by A.E. Housman), the “Joyce-Eliot group,” and the literary communists of 

the 1930s (centered on W.H. Auden). Orwell considers each group’s political attitude and 

contrasts it with Miller’s quietism. Religion on the other hand is a dead letter, a relic, not 

worth serious attention and certainly not an alternate source of truth or value. “By about 

1930,” Orwell writes, “many of the values by which our grandfathers lived could not be 

taken seriously”: “Patriotism, religion, the Empire, the family, the sanctity of marriage, 

the Old School Tie, birth, breeding, honour, discipline—anyone of ordinary education 

could turn the whole lot of them out in three minutes” (236). But Orwell realizes that the 

bankruptcy of the old ways is not liberating: “What do you achieve, after all, by getting 

rid of such things as patriotism and religion? You have not necessarily got rid of the need 

for something to believe in” (emphasis in original). There remains a certain psychological 

need that cannot be met. This terrible predicament is consonant with the nihilist 
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 On the other hand good novelists, whatever their religion, are not infrequently “bad” people of some 

sort: unpleasant, disloyal, conceited, substance abusers. Think of Dickens and Hemingway, to name two 

giants. 



134 

 

metaphysics and epistemology of Ortega y Gasset. People still try to satisfy the felt need. 

It is at this point that Orwell turns to the Roman Catholic novelists: 

There had been a sort of false dawn a few years earlier when numbers of 

young intellectuals, including several quite gifted writers (Evelyn Waugh, 

Christopher Hollis, and others), had fled into the Catholic Church. It is 

significant that these people went almost invariably to the Roman Church 

and not, for instance, to the C. of E., the Greek Church, or the Protestant 

sects. They went, that is, to the Church with a world-wide organisation, 

the one with a rigid discipline, the one with power and prestige behind it. 

(236-7)
111

 

 

One “false dawn” succeeded another, and in the Thirties Communism displaced 

Catholicism as the fashionable source of belief for the literati. In Orwell’s estimation 

Moscow is no better than Rome, and “the literary history of the ’thirties seems to justify 

the opinion that a writer does well to keep out of politics” (240). The whale has its 

attractions. He means party-politics or “politics in the narrower sense” (229), for “any 

writer who accepts or partially accepts the discipline of a political party is sooner or later 

faced with the alternative: toe the line, or shut up” (240-1). This is the context in which 

Orwell singles out Roman Catholicism and orthodoxy and calls the novel “practically a 

Protestant form of art.” The Catholic Church, like the Communist Party, has an overt and 

obvious commitment to orthodoxy (lit. “straight belief”). One suspects that for Orwell, all 

orthodoxies were “smelly little orthodoxies” (“Charles Dickens” 104). Slightly altering 

the metaphor he writes, “Good novels are not written by orthodoxy-sniffers” (“Inside the 

Whale 241). 

It should be clear by now that Orwell does not really see the novel as protestant in 

the typical, religious sense. His point is that the culture produced by the new religion is 
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 This is not the essay’s first allusion to the Catholic Church and orthodoxy. Referring to the “Joyce-Eliot 

group”—roughly, the writers we nowadays call “high modernists”—Orwell writes “most of [them] have a 

certain tenderness to the Catholic Church, though not usually of a kind that an orthodox Catholic would 

accept” (230). See also 245. 
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better for the novel than that of the old religion. Calling the novels “protestant” is another 

way to affirm his commitment to the ideals of classical liberalism: absolute freedom of 

inquiry and radical individual liberty. “Protestant” here means freedom from orthodoxy. 

Any Marxist can demonstrate with the greatest of ease that ‘bourgeois’ 

liberty of thought is an illusion. But when he has finished his 

demonstration there remains the psychological fact that without this 

‘bourgeois’ liberty the creative powers wither away. Literature as we 

know it is an individual thing, demanding mental honesty and a minimum 

of censorship. (241, emphasis in original) 

 

In the end Orwell’s theory of the novel, which depends on his (implicit) epistemology 

and his fundamental political orientation, is not very different from José Ortega y 

Gasset’s atheist account of the novel. Ortega’s account is atheist de jure (the supernatural 

cannot exist; reality is “mute,” “terrible,” “brutal,” “meaningless”), but Orwell’s account 

is atheist de facto (the supernatural might have existed but doesn’t). At the level of 

principle if not the level of practice, Ortega believes none of us can know anything, 

because nothing means anything, nothing communicates, culture no less than nature. 

Orwell is theoretically committed to the idea that any one of us might possess a true 

opinion (about God, about anything). It is possible to know things and to know the truth 

about things. But the radical nature of this commitment, its categorical rejection of 

“orthodoxy,” its willingness to critique every proposition, its refusal to take anything on 

authority, its belief in the utterly “free mind” of the “autonomous individual”—this, no 

less than Ortega’s nihilism, amounts to the rejection of every proposition. Orwell’s 

epistemology is built on a formula that, if consistently upheld, proves self-contradictory. 

With Orwell as with Ortega, strong moral commitments overpower the nihilistic 

epistemology; Orwell too can put commas around truth (“Inside the Whale” 247). 
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Once again we broach questions that have not been sufficiently prepared for in 

this dissertation. But let us step back; Maritain can wait a bit longer. More to the point for 

our present purpose, and more effective as a brief against a Catholic novel, is Orwell’s 

review of Greene’s The Heart of the Matter, written eight years after “Inside the Whale.” 

After summarizing the plot, Orwell insists that he has not misrepresented it; “it is just as 

ridiculous as I have indicated” (“Sanctified” 66). He criticizes Scobie’s motives as 

lacking an objective correlative. He also sees the connection of Greene and the French 

Catholics (Maritain, Bloy, Péguy), but he is disgusted by Greene’s apparent endorsement 

of “the idea, which has been floating around ever since Baudelaire, that there is 

something rather distingué in being damned” (69), presumably thinking of T.S. Eliot’s 

essay on Baudelaire. He compares the novel unfavorably to Mauriac’s Thérèse novels, 

and to Brideshead Revisited, which he finds less improbable.
112

 

Is it remarkable that Evelyn Waugh had a similar reaction to the theology implicit 

in The Heart of the Matter? Waugh and Orwell were recently the subjects of a dual-

biography emphasizing their various affinities.
113

 They shared an early love for 

Housman. In “Inside the Whale,” Orwell writes “in 1920, when I was about seventeen, I 

probably knew the whole of the Shropshire Lad by heart” (221). Charles Ryder has a 

copy of this book of Housman’s poems in his rooms at Oxford (Brideshead 27). Like 

Orwell, Waugh reviewed Greene’s novel in July 1948. Their evaluations of the plot could 

not be more different. What seems ludicrous to Orwell appears as “genius” to Waugh 

(EAR 362). Recall too that Conor Cruise O’Brien spends a lovingly attentive thirty pages 
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 Also of note from the review is this cutting parenthetical: “In modern Catholic novels, in both France 

and England, it is indeed the fashion to include bad priests, or at least inadequate priests, as a change from 

Father Brown. (I imagine that one major objective of young English Catholic writers is not to resemble 

Chesterton)” (69). 
113

 David Lebedoff, Orwell and Waugh: The Same Man (2008). 
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recounting the characters and plot of The Heart of the Matter. Waugh and Orwell also 

disagree about the life of the intellect within Catholicism. Orwell as we have seen thinks 

the “atmosphere of orthodoxy” must “ruin” something as “anarchic” as the novel, and 

that every orthodoxy eventually inhibits intellectual growth by constraining what should 

be left at full liberty. Waugh has a better understanding than Orwell of the capaciousness 

of the Roman Church, including its internal controversies. With the resources of 

orthodoxy and dogma at hand, Waugh had a decade earlier called Greene “an 

Augustinian Christian, a believer in the dark age of Mediterranean decadence when the 

barbarians were pressing along the frontiers and the City of God seemed yearly more 

remote and unattainable” (“The Waste Land” 249). Doubtless as Waugh wrote these lines 

he was thinking in part of himself, for his fiction is full of “savages at home.” But not all 

Christians, and indeed not all Catholics, are Augustinian in this way, and this by itself 

does not make them “bad Catholics.” Waugh’s fiction lacks the morbidity one finds in all 

of Greene’s books, and which sometimes seems a true and sometimes an illegitimate fruit 

of the Augustinian tradition. 

But Waugh and Orwell agree about the theology of The Heart of the Matter. 

According to Waugh, “we are often told: ‘The Church does not teach that any man is 

damned…’ This was not the sentiment of earlier and healthier ages” (360). Orwell 

remarks that the decadent, Baudelairean Hell imagined by Major Scobie is “a sort of 

high-class night club, entry to which is reserved for Catholics only, since the others, the 

non-Catholics, are too ignorant to be held guilty, like the beasts that perish.” Greene had 

furnished Orwell with perfect evidence that he held such an opinion in Brighton Rock, 

where the heroine judges the fun-loving Ida Arnold to be ‘inflammable’ (121). Even 
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closer to Waugh’s review, which he probably had not read, Orwell adds that the “cult of 

the sanctified sinner” probably derives from “a weakening of belief, for when people 

really believed in Hell, they were not so fond of striking graceful attitudes on its brink” 

(69). 

But if Orwell and Waugh are in some sense “the same man,” and if they agree 

about the problematic theology of Greene’s novel, we should not assume they held the 

same opinion of Catholic fiction in general. Shortly before his death Orwell made a few 

notes about Waugh’s most famous Catholic novel, Brideshead Revisited. Here is the 

relevant portion: 

The advantages of not being part of the movement [Auden et al.], 

irrespective of whether the movement is in the right direction or not. 

But disadvantage in holding false (indefensible) opinions…. 

Untenable opinions cf Poe.
114

 

Advantage to a novelist of being a Catholic—theme of collision 

between two kinds of good. 

Analyse Brideshead Revisited. (Note faults due to being written in 

first person.) Studiously detached attitude. Not puritanical. Priests not 

superhuman. Real theme—Sebastian’s drunkenness, & family’s 

unwillingness to cure this at the expense of committing a sin. Note that 

this is a real departure from the humanist attitude, with which no 

compromise possible. 

But. Last scene, where the unconscious man makes the sign of the 

Cross. Note that after all veneer is bound to crack sooner or later. One 

cannot really be Catholic & grown up. 

Conclude. Waugh is abt as good a novelist as one can be (i.e. as 

novelists go today) while holding untenable opinions. (“For Article on E. 

Waugh” 47-8) 

 

Orwell’s critical keenness is on display in the Brideshead paragraph, especially in the line 

about the Flytes’ refusal to compromise with sin. It is not the clearest part of the novel’s 

plot because of certain ambiguities in Lady Marchmain. But Orwell sees the family’s 
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 This reference to Poe can apparently be explained by a line from “Inside the Whale”: “And more than 

this, there exist ‘good’ writers whose world-view would in any age be recognized as false and silly. Edgar 

Allen Poe is a good example. Poe’s outlook is at best a wild romanticism and at worst is not far from being 

insane in the literal clinical sense” (246). 
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refusal to leave Sebastian to Charles’s “humanist” care. The separation of the boys is 

necessary to combat the drunkenness (their sexual relationship is not addressed, and may 

go unrecognized). According to the humanist perspective, Lady Marchmain’s plan 

backfires, because under the pressure of Mr Samgrass’s inept supervision, Sebastian 

becomes a worse drinker, runs and stays away, and ends in ruin. Cordelia’s perspective 

(eternal rather than temporal) leads to a different judgment. But the crucial aspect of 

these notes for our purposes is elsewhere. Four different places register Orwell’s 

judgment on Waugh’s faith. The orthodox Catholic’s opinions “untenable” (twice), “false 

(indefensible),” and “childish.” Although these beliefs make available the “theme of 

collision between two kinds of good,” they are bound to the cause aesthetic trouble. 

Orwell thinks Waugh’s religious commitments are the primary problem with his art. 

Two Catholic novelists on the Catholic novel 

A number of definitions of the Catholic novel mention the author’s interest in the 

eternal destiny of characters.
115

 Waugh raises the issue in his review of The Heart of the 

Matter: “Is Scobie damned? One does not really worry very much about whether Becky 

Sharp or Fagin is damned. It is the central question of [this novel].”
116

 Orwell agrees, 

though given his opinion of the “childishness” of Catholic dogma, he probably thinks it a 

fatal flaw. Greene read many reviews of The Heart of the Matter that saw the novel in 

these terms, and in a new Introduction to the 1971 edition, he makes the startling claim 

that he was never “so stupid as to believe [Scobie’s salvation or damnation] could ever be 
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 For a list of critical definitions of the Catholic novel, see Appendix I. 
116

 More from Waugh’s review: he mentions Greene’s distinction between the “novels” and the 

“entertainments,” and says the key difference is that “the ‘Novels’ have been baptized, held deep under in 

the waters of life. The author has said: ‘These characters are not my creation but God’s. They have an 

eternal destiny. They are not merely playing a part for the reader’s amusement. They are souls for whom 

Christ died to save. …The characters are real people whose moral and spiritual predicament is our own 

because they are part of our personal experience” (EAR 361, 363). 
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an issue in a novel” (Portable 86). It would have been less strange if this were not the 

same man who had written, twenty-five years earlier, that “with the death of [Henry] 

James the religious sense was lost to the English novel, and with the religious sense went 

the sense of the importance of the human act” (“François” 91). It is precisely the 

ambiguous character of Scobie’s acts that obscures his destiny. Should we rank Graham 

Greene himself among those who deny the very possibility of a Catholic novel? Perhaps, 

though in the new Introduction he calls his own judgment into question by confessing his 

“weariness” with the Scobie debate. 

The widely held historical narrative of secularization that undergirds arguments 

excluding God from the novel is more controversial than it used to be.
117

 But it has been 

accepted by many Christian writers in the West. T.S. Eliot writes that “since Defoe the 

secularization of the novel has been continuous” (“Religion and Literature” 100), which 

just means that the novel has been “secular” from the beginning. He offers the same 

judgment on all contemporary literary art: “the whole of modern literature is corrupted 

by…Secularism” (104-5, capital in original). Flannery O’Connor famously defends her 

use of grotesque characters and incidents in fiction by calling her readers deaf and dumb 

to spiritual realities: “to the hard of hearing you shout, and for the almost-blind you draw 

large and startling figures” (MM 34). In the final days of his life Walker Percy asserts that 

“we live in a post-modern as well as a post-Christian age which as yet has no name” 

(“Why are you a Catholic?” 309). 
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 See Philip Jenkins, The Next Christendom: The Coming of Global Christianity. Oxford: Oxford UP, 

2002. Print. See also Jenkins, The New Faces of Christianity: Believing the Bible in the Global South. 

Oxford: Oxford UP, 2006. Print. 
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Ages never have the same name for long; future generations reinscribe the past 

and redraw the boundaries on the timeline. But can we define the Catholic novel? In “The 

Catholic Novelist in the Protestant South,” Flannery O’Connor says no. 

I won’t go far into the subject of whether such a thing as a Catholic novel 

is possible or not. I feel that this is a bone which has been picked bare 

without giving anybody any nourishment. I am simply going to assume 

that novelists who are deeply Catholic will write novels which you may 

call Catholic if the Catholic aspects of the novel are what interest you. 

(MM 192-3) 

 

With all due respect to O’Connor, and I hope the following pages reveal the depth of my 

respect, I will take a different course. O’Connor herself sometimes took another course, 

though not explicitly and always with disclaimers of theoretical pretensions. In this 

section I discuss the distinct visions of the Catholic novel found in the writings of 

O’Connor and G.K. Chesterton. After hearing from the artists we will turn in Chapter 4 to 

the philosopher. Recourse to the scholastics may not be pleasant, but it may be fruitful. 

Avowedly partisan: G.K. Chesterton 

A Catholic putting Catholicism into a novel, or a song, or a sonnet, or anything else, is 

not being a propagandist; he is simply being a Catholic. Everybody understands this 

about every other enthusiasm in the world. 

G.K. Chesterton, “On the Novel with a Purpose” 225 

 

One striking feature of Piers Paul Read’s account of the English Catholic novel 

tradition (Wiseman, Newman, Greene, Waugh, Lodge, Read himself) is his clear 

evangelical motive. “A number of able and distinguished Catholic writers followed the 

examples of [Wiseman and Newman], using novels as a means to convey the insights of 

their faith (“Catholic Novelist” 199-200, emphasis added). To spread the gospel is a 

positive duty of the “orthodox Catholic author.” If such an author writes only for 
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practicing Catholics, he “is preaching to the converted” and “hiding his light under a 

bushel” (209). 

Few would accept the implications of these metaphors. Novel-writing as 

preaching? Novels as sermons? Novelists as evangelists? Whether or not the “Third 

Spring” thesis holds water, it seems fair to associate Read with another Catholic 

journalist and occasional novelist, G.K. Chesterton. In the little essay “On the Novel with 

a Purpose” (1929), Chesterton claims that some critics of Catholic fiction commit the tu 

quoque fallacy. The “modern man” is in the same situation as the Catholic—he is “just as 

partisan; he is just as particularist; he is just as much depending on one doctrinal system 

as distinct from another” (226). Despite the suggestion of the essay’s title, Chesterton 

means that all novels have a “purpose.” This wild premise does not lead him to despair of 

fiction. With the verve that wins such strong admirers and ardent detractors, Chesterton 

claims that he does not object to the label “propagandist” as long as the term is properly 

understood. Critics of the Catholic novel are “informed by a philosophy which is familiar 

and therefore unobserved” (227), but if they could manage to defamiliarize the 

philosophy and see it afresh, they would check their denunciations. “All the novels and 

newspapers that [one] reads or writes are in fact full of certain assumptions” that are “just 

as dogmatic as dogmas” (228). Some of these assumptions are shared by Catholics and 

non-Catholics alike, but all of them have, in practice if not in theory, “the double 

character of propaganda”: “they involve certain views with which everyone does not 

agree; and they do in fact spread those views by means of fiction and popular literature.” 

Chesterton can be chipper, and I will not stay with him long, but if we bracket for 

the moment the notion (also found in Read) that fictions simply “spreads views,” the 
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argument should be allowed to stand. Chesterton’s early work of fiction The Man Who 

Was Thursday (1908) is a philosophical novel (or a ‘novel of ideas’), and of this novel we 

can say without qualification that it attempts to “spread” the author’s views.
118

 

Anagogical vision: Flannery O’Connor 

It is important, however, to note that in the beautiful that we have called connatural to 

man, and which is proper to human art, this brilliance of the form, no matter how purely 

intelligible it may be in itself, is seized in the sensible and through the sensible, and not 

separately from it. 

Maritain, A&S 25 

 

“Views” is a happy word for my purposes, for many subsequent Catholic writers 

on the Catholic novel, artists, and critics alike emphasize a Catholic perspective rather 

than Catholic subjects. Not all Catholic novels are concerned with the salvation or 

damnation of their authors, at least not in a straightforward, fire-and-brimstone, sheep-or-

goat sense. The strange and wonderful Flannery O’Connor once made the point this way: 

“The Catholic novel can’t be categorized by subject matter, but only by what it assumes 

about human and divine reality” (MM 196). Where Chesterton baldly asserts that the 

Catholic novelist “put[s] Catholicism into” a novel, a metaphor in which the text is a 

receptacle for the author’s ideas, O’Connor prioritizes the “reality” (“human and divine”) 

that is the object of the author’s vision, the thing(s) the perceiver perceives, the substance 

in reference to which ideas should be formed, and which the novelist translates into 

words on a page. It is a subtle shift, and Chesterton is a philosophical realist no less than 
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 John Henry Newman shares something with Chesterton on this point, but given his place elsewhere in 

the dissertation, I omit further discussion here. The relevant texts include his two “conversion narrative” 
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and at the start of this chapter. 
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O’Connor, but the distinctions between the thing observed, the mental conception of the 

thing, and its verbal expression, are of incalculable importance. For O’Connor, the 

novelistic enterprise involves three distinct acts by the author: perception, which involves 

both sensation and assumptions; knowledge, which involves intellection or abstraction 

and (again) assumptions; and composition. The first two acts are a kind of “vision.” All 

three acts may happen at once, or repeat in any given order, but they are not identical and 

the distinctions matter. 

To see this, consider O’Connor’s “assumptions.” Here is the remainder of the 

paragraph: 

[The Catholic novel] cannot see man as determined; it cannot see him as 

totally depraved. It will see him as incomplete in himself, as prone to evil, 

but as redeemable when his own efforts are assisted by grace. And it will 

see this grace as working through nature, but as entirely transcending it, so 

that a door is always open to possibility and the unexpected in the human 

soul. Its center of meaning will be Christ; its center of destruction will be 

the devil. No matter how this view of life may be fleshed out, these 

assumptions form its skeleton. (MM 196-7) 

 

We have five synonyms for “assumptions” in this paragraph. Each relies on a metaphor 

of sight or vision: four uses of the verb “to see” and one nominal phrase, “this view of 

life.” Sight, understood in its metaphorical and literal senses, is crucial to O’Connor’s 

theory of the Catholic novel. Let us begin with the metaphorical sense. The passage 

shows that by “assumptions,” O’Connor has in mind Catholic dogma, official teachings 

of the Church that are authoritatively pronounced by the sacred Magisterium, the 

“teaching office” of the Church. She calls these dogmas “assumptions” because she 

believes them on authority rather than as the conclusions of rational demonstration,
119

 but 
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 Which is not to suggest that the teachings are irrational. 
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also because of the context of the essay,
120

 which is titled “The Catholic Novelist in the 

Protestant South.” In an act of humility, courtesy, and prudence to her non-Catholic 

neighbors, O’Connor characterizes her definite and ardently held beliefs about “human 

and divine reality” as “assumptions” rather than “truths.” 

In addition to Southern Protestants, O’Connor’s audience includes writers and 

readers of the Catholic press, who (she says) sometimes take it upon themselves to chide 

and direct the Catholic novelist for failing to write “positive” stories on subjects of 

current ecclesial import (195). Addressing her co-religionists, O’Connor sets aside the 

“assumptions” and dogmas they share, because “you don’t write fiction with 

assumptions” (197). That is, you don’t write fiction with assumptions alone; they are not 

enough. Catholic fiction must indeed embody certain teachings about God and the 

cosmos, certain “views” or “assumptions,” but it cannot simply recite or dramatize these 

teachings or any other propositions or claims. Novels must attend to the animal part of 

the rational animal. “The things we see, hear, smell, and touch affect us long before we 

believe anything at all” and “by the time we are able to use our imaginations for fiction, 

we find that our senses have responded irrevocably to a certain reality” (197). 

Now we are concerned with sight in the literal sense. O’Connor means a regional 

reality, the child’s neighborhood or country, a site, a particular place with its own 

peculiarities and eccentricities (“The Catholic Novelist in the Protestant South”). Sensible 

reality always takes the foremost place in O’Connor’s discussion of literature. This is 

another and more profound reason for her use of the verb “see” in listing the dogmas that 

shape a Catholic story. One reason the Catholic novelist cannot “see man as determined” 
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 Or lecture. There is some question about the provenance of this text. See the bibliographical note at MM 

237. 
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is that because the child’s formative sensible experience precedes the adult’s theological 

commitments. Holding on to that sense experience precludes the adoption of certain 

ideas. As we saw with Watt, sense knowledge is compatible with and in fact undergirds 

intellectual knowledge. 

This intertwining of distinct kinds of seeing means that novels are not vehicles for 

ideas; at least, not for O’Connor, in her own time and place. O’Connor is working with a 

history as well as a theory of the novel. This history is worthy of attention because it 

reveals O’Connor’s conception of her role in the development of the art of fiction, and 

helps us grasp her understanding of the Catholic novel. She gives this history in snatches, 

but in one place she tells the story of the novel in a single paragraph: 

The major difference between the novel as written in the eighteenth 

century and the novel as we usually find it today is the disappearance from 

it of the author. Fielding, for example, was everywhere in his own work, 

calling the reader’s attention to this point and that, directing him to give 

his special attention here or there, clarifying this and that incident for him 

so that he couldn’t possibly miss the point. The Victorian novelists did 

this, too. They were always coming in, explaining and psychologizing 

about their characters. But along about the time of Henry James, the 

author began to tell his story in a different way. He began to let it come 

through the minds and eyes of the characters themselves, and he sat 

behind the scenes, apparently disinterested. By the time we get to James 

Joyce, the author is nowhere to be found in the book. The reader is on his 

own, floundering around in the thoughts of various unsavory characters. 

He finds himself in the middle of a world apparently without comment. 

(MM 74)
121

 

 

The delightful double preposition in the middle (along about) is worth the entire 

paragraph. She is simplifying, of course; she does not meant to deny that there are 
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 Elsewhere she compresses this history into a few lines: “Modern fiction often looks simpler than the 

fiction that preceded it, but in reality it is more complex. A natural evolution has taken place. The author 

has for the most part absented himself from direct participation in the work and has left the reader to make 

his own way amid experiences dramatically rendered and symbolically ordered” (MM 139). In another 

place she captures it into a single sentence: “all levels of meaning in fiction have come increasingly to be 

found in the literal level” (MM 125). 
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significant differences between one Romantic writer and another, one early Victorian and 

another, etc. Nor does she think that the perspective of the novelist (Catholic, Protestant, 

Jewish, agnostic, atheist, indeterminate, etc.) can be entirely escaped, since someone 

must perform the work of rendering and ordering the characters and the drama. When the 

narrator of a novel is foregrounded, as in Tristram Shandy, this perspective may be part 

of the drama. (Or in the case of The Moonstone, these perspectives.) But O’Connor’s 

main point is sound. In the late 1950s it was reasonable to suppose that authorial 

comment—“explaining and psychologizing” in order to ensure that the reader “couldn’t 

possibly miss the point,” and guiding the reader through Joycean labyrinth—were out of 

bounds, unlikely to return. Who could have predicted postmodern fiction? 

O’Connor does not object to the state of the art; her stories and novels accept the 

new mode of narration. But this adherence to convention and her emphasis on the 

sensible do not require that she discard vision in the metaphorical sense. Consider this 

description of the peculiar “angle” of her vision. It is an uncharacteristically dense 

passage: 

The novelist writes about what he sees on the surface, but his angle of 

vision is such that he begins to see before he gets to the surface and he 

continues to see after he has gone past it. He begins to see in the depths of 

himself, and it seems to me that his position there rests on what must 

certainly be the bedrock of all human experience—the experience of 

limitation or, if you will, of poverty” (MM 131-2). 

 

The experience of limitation is not uniquely Catholic (that would not bode well for 

Catholicism), but O’Connor probably has in mind two distinctly Christian ideas that 

explain this poverty: the formal status of the human being as a creature necessarily 

inferior to its Creator, and the accidental status of the human being as a “child of Adam,” 

a sinner. 
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These are anthropological claims. Catholic epistemology and psychology are also 

at work in the references to “vision.” As in her description of the child’s sensible and 

imaginative formation to a certain region or country, which necessarily precedes all 

reading experience, “vision” and “sight” in this passage are shorthand for both literal and 

metaphorical sight, sensible and intelligible knowledge. On the one hand she means the 

five senses, the human “perceptive apparatus.” A good scholastic, O’Connor knows that 

all human knowledge and art begins with the senses. “Fiction begins where human 

knowledge begins—with the senses—and every fiction writer is bound by this 

fundamental aspect of his medium” (MM 42). According to Catholic teaching one must 

distinguish between different kinds of art and knowledge for various reasons; one is that 

there are different kinds of artists (makers) and knowers. Purely spiritual beings, unlike 

humans, apprehend sensible and intelligible reality intuitively; they know the truth 

immediately, at a glance as it were. Human beings, who have a rational rather than an 

intuitive intellect, approach knowledge dialectically, as Plato said. Given the human 

being’s animality, its embodiedness, its possession of a vegetative and sensitive soul and 

not just a rational soul, the human intellect often acts in tandem with the senses, and 

always in dependence on them.
122

 But human knowledge does not always terminate with 

the senses, it can exceed them, and this is the other thing O’Connor means by “sight” in 

this passage, sight in the metaphorical sense. “Sight,” St Augustine observes, is often 

used to refer to “knowledge” in everyday speech: 

Seeing is the property of our eyes. But we also use this word in other 

sense, when we apply the power of vision to knowledge generally. We do 

not say ‘Hear how that flashes’, or ‘Smell how bright that is’, or ‘Taste 

how that shines’ or ‘Touch how that gleams’. Of all these things we say 
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 “Often,” because so much of daily life involves sensible experience. But not every act of knowing relies 

on the senses (cf. mathematics). 
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‘see.’ But we say not only ‘See how that light shines’, which only the eyes 

can perceive, but also ‘See how that sounds, see what smells, see what 

tastes, see how hard that is’. Seeing is a function in which eyes hold the 

first place but other senses claim the word for themselves by analogy 

when they are exploring any department of knowledge. (Confessions 211, 

trans. Chadwick) 

 

Augustine really means any department of knowledge, including the summit of human 

knowledge, which concerns purely intelligible (non-sensible) things. But to make our 

way back to O’Connor, we need to focus on knowledge derived from the senses. The 

external senses present to the internal senses various data about the material world 

(smells, sights, etc.). One of the internal senses, the “common sense” distinguishes the 

data by source (sense of smell, sense of sight, etc.) and combines them to form 

impressions of objects. The intellect’s proper work is to deal with such objects by 

abstraction: to separate the universal (the class; e.g., human being) from the particular 

(the individual; Flannery) in order to know the particular as a member of its class 

(Flannery is a human being). This may seem an arcane excursion, but it is necessary to 

understand O’Connor, who testifies to her Aristotelian-Thomistic anthropology in more 

than one place: “The nature of fiction is in large measure determined by the nature of our 

perceptive apparatus. The beginning of human knowledge is through the senses, and the 

fiction writer begins where human perception begins” (MM 67).
123

 

The novelist “begins to see before he gets to the surface” because his sight begins 

“in the depths of himself.” This is clearly the second kind of sight, sight as metaphor for 

knowledge. Elsewhere O’Connor refers eloquently to the mind’s difficult “descent” into 

the self. 
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[The novelist] will have to descend far enough into himself to reach those 

underground springs that give life to his work. This descent into himself 

will, at the same time, be a descent into his region. It will be a descent 

through the darkness of the familiar into a world where, like the blind man 

cured in the gospels, he sees men as is they were trees, but walking. (MM 

50)
124

 

 

The “descent,” which Orwell has taken directly from Joseph Conrad’s Preface to The 

Nigger of the “Narcissus” (MM 196), is roughly introspection, obedience to the Delphic 

oracle, the attempt to the acquire self-knowledge.
125

 For the Catholic, introspection 

should be guided by dogmatic teaching (O’Connor’s “assumptions”). This vision is 

empirical (making use of experience), exploratory (moving the subject, who in this case 

is also the object, from ignorance to knowledge), and cognitive (“scientific” in the older 

sense of the word). It penetrates “the familiar.” When O’Connor calls “the familiar” a 

kind of “darkness,” she means almost the same thing Chesterton meant in describing his 

critics as “informed by a philosophy which is familiar and therefore unobserved” (“On 

the Novel with a Purpose” 227). 

Most refreshing to the student of Catholic fiction is the fact that O’Connor’s 

“descent” has nothing to do with that vague gesturing toward mystery that bedevils 

Catholic writing on aesthetics. For Orwell this descent, this scraping away of the familiar, 

is frightening, for one of the things apprehended most keenly is the artist’s own 

inadequacy: “the experience of limitation or, if you will, of poverty” (MM 132). If the 

imagery of descent recalls biblical language and spiritual categories (inner or 

underground springs, the gospels, the healing of the blind, fear and trembling, poverty of 
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 The “underground springs that give life” to the work may refer to Jacques Maritain, A&S, 222-3n163. 

Graham Greene was fascinated by the same figure of the blind man that O’Connor mentions—the one who 

had to be touched twice by Christ before he was healed. See his early story, “The Second Death.” 
125

 O’Connor’s admiration of Conrad’s mysticism is complemented by her objections to “sociological” 

restrictions on realism; see “Some Aspects of the Grotesque in Southern Fiction” (MM 39, 46), and “The 

Nature and Aim of Fiction” (MM 70). For a possible exception regarding “great tragic naturalism,” see MM 

41. 
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spirit), it is not because O’Connor thinks of writing as a kind of ministry, in the sense of 

balm, edification, or comfort. Her subject in the essay describing the descent is “the 

grotesque” in fiction, which is by definition unsettling, since its immediate function is to 

make the reader feel uncomfortable. In O’Connor’s short story “The Turkey,” God 

reaches out to the protagonist with claws rather than palms: “his heart was running as fast 

as his legs, and he was certain that Something Awful was tearing behind him with its 

arms rigid and its fingers ready to clutch” (Complete Stories 53). In a similar image, 

Pinkie Brown fights off “an enormous emotion” that “beat[s] on him”: 

It was like something trying to get in; the pressure of gigantic wings 

against the glass. …If the glass broke, the beast—whatever it was—got in, 

God knows what it would do. He had a sense of huge havoc—the 

confession, the penance and the sacrament—and awful distraction, and he 

drove blind into the rain. (Brighton 261)
126

 

 

If Catholic fiction is any kind of ministry for O’Connor, it can only be, to adapt a phrase 

from Greene, a ministry of holy fear. She hopes to shock her readers into an unpleasant 

encounter with something greater than themselves. One of her “assumptions” is that 

Catholic fiction sees “grace as working through nature, but as entirely transcending it, so 

that a door is always open to possibility and the unexpected in the human soul” (MM 

197). The something greater is Something Awful. 

O’Connor names a related difficulty faced by both writer and reader in 

approaching self-knowledge. In addition to the vision of one’s own poverty, there is a 

renewed acquaintance with evil. The typical reader’s “sense of evil is diluted or lacking 

altogether,” so that “he has forgotten the price of restoration” (48). The honest writer 

faces the steepness of the price as well as his own (moral) poverty. Divine grace and 

human repentance are both necessary for salvation. 
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 Greene had a lifelong “blinding terror” of bats, moths, and winged creatures (A Sort 31). 
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So much for the first two acts of the novelist, perception and knowledge. I have 

referred to a third. Perceiving and conceiving reality are distinct from reproducing one’s 

perceptions and knowledge: “the eye sees what it has been given to see by concrete 

circumstance, and the imagination reproduces what, by some related gift, it is able to 

make live” (195). The gifted writer can “make” his imaginings “live” on the page. Many 

people who are not writers are able to “see” (perceive, know) the world just as well as a 

writer—which partly explains the enduring popularity of O’Connor’s stories. But not 

everyone shares the creative, verbal gift. 

I have once or twice referred to O’Connor’s “theory of the Catholic novel.” It 

would please her more if we referred to her “vision” of the Catholic novel. She was a 

novelist, not a metaphysician, and the chief value of her essays is to help us better 

understand her own work. O’Connor is perfectly aware of this. “If there is any value in 

hearing writers talk, it will be in hearing what they can witness to and not what they can 

theorize about” (MM 36). This self-deprecation is perhaps just a way to break the ice with 

her audience of students at the Wesleyan College for Women. But she frequently 

expresses an opposition to “theory” (MM 82, 158, 193, 194). “Witness” is a good 

substitute. A close relative of “vision,” “witness” dominates several of her essays, and 

captures her characteristic emphasis on the writer’s duty to first see reality as it is—to 

observe and know the world—and then to make the thing seen come to life in words. 

“Witness” also highlights the difference between her understanding of fiction and that of 

Chesterton (“spread views”) and Read (“convey the insights of [one’s] faith”; “preach”). 

The witness is only secondarily interested in persuasion; her primary concern is accuracy 

and fidelity. “The storyteller is concerned with what is” (MM 31). To the students in her 
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audience O’Connor offers “what [she] can witness to” in regards to her craft and the 

world. Careful looking—what O’Connor once winsomely described as “a certain grain of 

stupidity that the writer of fiction can hardly do without…the quality of having to stare, 

of not getting the point at once” (MM 77)—makes possible in her work a certain fidelity 

to reality. The “serious novelist”—the sort of writer who “looks on fiction as an art and 

who has resigned himself to its demands and inconveniences”—“is always hotly in 

pursuit of the real” (MM 170-1). 

We have not exhausted O’Connor’s essays. I will draw attention to two final 

points. 

1. Truth and fiction. O’Connor’s most memorable metaphor for the labor of the 

“serious novelist,” and by extension the labor of reading serious novels, draws on 

religious and martial traditions. The novelist resembles the catechist in that both 

“witness” to the perils awaiting human creatures as they travel the straight and narrow 

path. 

St. Cyril of Jerusalem, in instructing catechumens, wrote: “The dragon is 

by the side of the road, watching those who pass. Beware lest he devour 

you. We go to the Father of Souls, but it is necessary to pass by the 

dragon.” No matter what form the dragon may take, it is of this mysterious 

passage past him, or into his jaws, that stories of any depth will always be 

concerned to tell, and this being the case, it requires considerable courage 

at any time, in any country, not to turn away from the storyteller. (MM 35) 

 

“At any time, in any country” implies universal judgment, but this is mostly for rhetorical 

effect; it is the final line of the essay. O’Connor knows the limits of her witness; she 

knows that her critical pronouncements are best applied to her own fiction. “All novelists 

are fundamentally seekers and describers of the real” (MM 40). This is not true, not even 

of “serious novelists.” But O’Connor seeks the real. “The basis of art is truth, both in 
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matter and in mode. The person who aims after art in his work aims after truth, in an 

imaginative sense, no more and no less” (65). This approach may impair one’s reading of 

P.G. Wodehouse or Gabriel Garcia Márquez, but O’Connor is operating within a 

Maritainian philosophy of art in which some truths are valuable for their own sake. Art is 

not coterminous with truth, which often can be captured adequately in statements or 

propositions, but when an artwork is well made, it is not less than true; it is truth 

embodied, “truth in an imaginative sense.” The skeleton of perceptions (and assumptions) 

is fleshed out; the dry bones live. In O’Connor’s fiction the “moral” is so bound up with 

the “story” that the two are inextricable. “Some people have the notion that you read the 

story and then climb out of it into meaning, but for the fiction writer himself the whole 

story is the meaning, because it is an experience, not an abstraction” (MM 73). 

2. Anagogical vision. The quotation from Cyril concludes an essay given the title 

“The Fiction Writer & His Country,” a title which seems deliberately ambiguous. Is she 

speaking of the writer’s neighborhood, region, people, nation? Actually she means all 

four, as well as a fifth, the “true country, which the writer with Christian convictions will 

consider to be what is eternal and absolute” (27). (The true country is not, let Ian Watt 

take note, the real.) The writer of fiction must “make one country do for all” five, and 

must “evoke that one country through the concrete particulars of a life that he can make 

believable.” In both fiction and reality the human mind can only access the “eternal and 

absolute” country by way of the material, sensible territory common to O’Connor and the 

village atheist. 

What else can we say about the relations of these four earthly countries and the 

“eternal and absolute” country? We are back where we began, considering what 
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constitutes the “recognizably everyday,” the “earthbound.” The countryside belongs to a 

region, which is one part of the whole that is the nation, etc. But the eternal country is 

more complicated, because it is not a “place” in the normal sense at all. This has been a 

perennial problem in Christianity. It shows up in the Gospels, several of St. Paul’s letters, 

and the Epistle to the Hebrews. St. Augustine meditated on it at length in Confessions; 

only in Book 7 does he realize that immaterial things can exist. The Protestant Reformers 

developed the notion of the “Two Kingdoms” to address the problem while preserving 

their distinctives.
127

 Early in Terrence Malick’s film The Tree of Life (2011), the 

protagonist’s mother, played by Jessica Chastain, holding one of her sons in her arms, 

points up into the sky and cheerfully remarks, “That’s where God lives.” It is a joyous 

moment that turns poignant when her faith in divine goodness is challenged by the death 

of a son. After the funeral the priest remarks, “He’s in God’s hands now.” In stark 

voiceover the mother replies, “He was in God’s hands all the time.” She realizes that God 

doesn’t live up there, or rather doesn’t only live up there. He lives down here as well, and 

the proximity is terrifying. 

The mother in The Tree of Life is talking to her child. Flannery O’Connor’s more 

technical approach is revealed in her prepositions. The capacious word “country” 

suggests “everything from the actual countryside that the novelist describes, on to and 

through the peculiar characteristics of his region and his nation, and on, through, and 

under all of these to his true country” (27, emphasis added, punctuation unmodified). The 

purport of the first triple-preposition cluster (on to and through) hints at the complex 

relationship between the first four “countries”: the “countryside” itself (plains, hills, trees, 
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 For a brief but thorough account, see a series of blog posts by Brad Littlejohn, beginning with “The Two 

Kingdoms: A Guide for the Perplexed, Pt. 1: Introducing the Antagonists.” 
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inhabitants), and the region and nation’s “peculiar characteristics” (the shape and extent 

of this and that particular terrain, the manners of these particular people, and so on). The 

second triple-preposition cluster (on, through, and under) is stranger and requires 

additional attention. It also functions to bind together two distinct countries: all four of 

the natural “countries” considered as one, and the “true country” of the Christian writer, 

the “eternal and absolute” country. In light of the foregoing account of literal and 

metaphorical vision, it is not farfetched to see these prepositions as referring to different 

“layers” of reality. Consider an analogy with skin: On refers to the epidermis, under to 

the bones, and through to the dermis between them. Just so, on refers to the material 

world, under to the spiritual world, and through to their sharing in reality. In more detail, 

we could say that O’Connor’s hard-working novelist must capture the very surface of 

reality, the material world common to all, the proper object of the senses (on). This 

portion of reality is absolutely essential for a good story. But the novelist’s work does not 

stop at the surface, for under the surface he will find realities that cannot be grasped by 

the senses. How could an eye see the invisible? This domain includes but is not limited to 

universals, the proper objects of the intellect from which, with the assistance of certain 

assumptions, we fashion concepts.
128

 Although fiction is not built out of assumptions or 

intellections, it cannot do without them, since they are integral to thought and language; 

and the Catholic novelist must work with his Catholic assumptions. 

I am not equipped to give an account of the through, that interstitial or 

participatory relation that binds together the temporal and eternal realms, but I can 

emphasize that for O’Connor, both the on and the under are parts of the “true country.” 
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 I do not call these assumptions Catholic, because many Catholic assumptions are not distinctly or 

uniquely Catholic, and because Catholic teaching itself affirms that some immaterial and spiritual realities 

can be known by reason alone, apart from special revelation and faith. 
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An intellect working with different assumptions might not see anything “eternal and 

absolute” about the material world, but O’Connor sees “grace as working through 

nature,” and at the same time sees the one as “entirely transcending” the other. It should, 

I think, be admitted by the materialist or physicalist that concepts pose a problem for his 

philosophy, since they seem to be immaterial. Their existence and the existence of the 

various faculties of reason were the swaying point for St Augustine (see Confessions, 

Book 7.x and all of Book 10). 

It is most significant that O’Connor did not confine her labors to the under. Recall 

that for O’Connor, “the whole story is the meaning, because it is an experience, not an 

abstraction” (MM 73). Assigning reality to the under alone would suggest a story with an 

extractable moral, a receptacle of “views.” O’Connor’s position must also be 

distinguished from that of the anonymous narrator of Conrad’s Heart of Darkness: 

The yarns of seamen have a direct simplicity, the whole meaning of which 

lies within the shell of a cracked nut. But Marlow was not typical (if his 

propensity to spin yarns be excepted), and to him the meaning of an 

episode was not inside like a kernel but outside, enveloping the tale which 

brought it out only as a glow brings out a haze, in the likeness of one of 

these misty halos that sometimes are made visible by the spectral 

illumination of moonshine. (30) 

 

Marlow’s terrifying tale dwells on externals because the “core” is empty. For O’Connor 

the “eternal and absolute” country, rather than being its own place, is somehow immanent 

in all concrete places. Conrad sees meaning nowhere distinctly, but O’Connor finds 

meaning everywhere. 

By now we have reached several key elements of O’Connor’s “theory” or 

“vision” of fiction: 

 There is only one “country” with temporal and eternal dimensions. 
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 This reality or universe (lit. “one word”) is in part concrete, but the concrete is 

not the whole of reality, since there is also a spiritual or immaterial “part.” 

 The concrete and the spiritual are not only parallel to the temporal and the 

eternal; each pair is shot through with the other. These two categories are the 

“mystery” (spiritual, eternal; MM 41) and “manners” (concrete, temporal; MM 

28) of the essay collection’s title. 

 The more important dimension of the whole (spiritual and eternal) is not 

accessible except through the less important dimension (concrete and 

temporal). The “eternal and absolute” country is not simply “up there were 

God lives,” but “on, through, and under” the earthy countries. 

 Fiction is “always hotly in pursuit of the real” (MM 170-1). Therefore it must 

do justice in its little way to both kinds of country. To neglect the one is to 

write dull, abstract fiction, and to neglect the other is to miss the core of 

reality. 

 

O’Connor has a name for the artistic vision that sees in all these various ways (before 

reaching the surface, at the surface itself, through or inside the surface): “anagogical 

vision” (MM 72), It is “the kind of vision that is able to see different levels of reality in 

one image or one situation.” O’Connor notes that her term comes from a rather different 

human endeavor than novel writing, biblical hermeneutics. The notion of multiple 

meanings embedded in one reality comes from “medieval commentators on Scripture” 

who “found three kinds of meaning in the literal level of the sacred text.” (Note the in.) 

The first is allegorical, where “one fact point[s] to another”; the second is tropological 

“or moral” and “ha[s] to do with what should be done”; thirdly there is the anagogical, 

“which ha[s] to do with the Divine life and our participation in it” (MM 72). Together 

these three constitute the “spiritual” meaning of the text. Anagogical vision is thus 

reflexive, contained by the literal but also taking account of or explaining its relation to 

the literal. 
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In History and Spirit: The Understanding of Scripture according to Origen, Henri 

de Lubac explains the relationship between literal and spiritual interpretation in the 

reading practices of the Church Fathers: 

The Bible is full of mysteries. Origen recalls this on nearly every page of 

his commentaries and homilies. Everything, in the holy history, takes 

place “in mystery.”…Nothing in Scripture is said as if by chance; nothing 

is related in vain. Secret intentions are hidden everywhere. The least 

details of vocabulary, the least editorial anomalies are the sign of a new 

mystery: the Holy Spirit did not will them without profound reasons. 

…But this mysterious character of the Bible is not affirmed with to the 

detriment of its historical character. The spirit does not wish to harm the 

letter. It does not wish to “destroy the text.” If the reality of the visible 

world is a figure for the invisible world, then the reality of biblical history 

will also be a figure for the things of salvation and will serve as their 

“foundation.” The deeds and gestures of the personages it presents are, in 

their very reality, full of mysterious meaning. (103-4)
129

 

 

Human participation in the divine—the created being’s absolute dependence for life and 

existence upon uncreated Being, and the Christian’s renewed life in Christ and by the 

Spirit—these make anagogical vision possible. They give the eye something special to 

see, a certain otherwise invisible object, a plenitude of “mysterious meaning.” 

  

                                                           
129

 This method of reading the Bible antedates even Philo of Alexandria, finding its origin at least as early 

as St. Paul. “Now these things happened to them as a warning, but they were written down for our 

instruction, upon whom the end of the ages has come.” (1 Cor 10:11, RSV). See Hays, The Conversion of 

the Imagination. 
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Chapter 4: A Maritainian theory of the Catholic novel 

The Neo-Scholastics made a bold and unfashionable but certainly not unreasonable 

claim. 

Hitchcock, “Postmortem” 217 

 

Writers of fiction are not infallible guides to their work. They may or may not be 

theoretically inclined, but even if they are, they usually are not philosophers. Conor 

Cruise O’Brien went so far as to say that “the ‘reasonable’, the ‘Thomistic,’ element in 

the Church” held no attractions for his subjects (Maria Cross 221), but we have seen 

O’Brien’s confusion about the role reason plays in art. Confident in the power of the 

human intellect to say something true and meaningful about literature, I offer in this 

chapter a theory and definition of the Catholic novel based on the thought of the French 

neo-Thomist Jacques Maritain (1882-1973), a titanic figure in the intellectual history of 

Catholicism. I begin by addressing the barriers the modern scholastic will inevitably face 

in propounding his views. Then I describe some of the beauties of Maritain’s earliest 

book on aesthetics, Art et scolastique (1920) and offer a glossary of Maritain’s key 

words, which draws perfect and imperfect definitions of important terms from several of 

his books. I conclude with a definition of the Catholic novel. 

Perils of the modern scholastic 

In a wonderfully rich scene near the end of Brideshead Revisited, the eldest 

Marchmain son, named Brideshead after the family estate, draws his siblings’ attention to 

a word—the possessive pronoun your—recently used by his father on his deathbed. 

Thanks to Waugh’s telegraphic narrative, Bridey’s conversation partner is not clear. It 

could be either of his younger sisters, Cordelia and Julia, or both in different lines. 



161 

 

“…What Papa said was, ‘I am not in extremis; I have not been a 

practicing member of the Church for twenty-five years.’” 

“Not ‘the Church,’ ‘your Church.’” 

“I don’t see the difference.” 

“There’s every difference.” 

“Bridey, it’s quite plain what he meant.” 

“I presume he meant what he said. He meant that he had not been 

accustomed regularly to receive the sacraments, and since he was not at 

the moment dying, he did not mean to change his ways—yet.” 

“That’s simply a quibble.” 

“Why do people always think one is quibbling when one tries to be 

precise? His plain meaning was that he did not want to see a priest that 

day, but that he would when he was in extremis.” 

 

At this point the narrator Charles, and Lord Marchmain’s mistress Cara join the 

conversation. 

“I wish someone would explain to me,” I said, “quite what the 

significance of these sacraments is. Do you mean that if he dies alone he 

goes to hell, and that if a priest puts oil on him—” 

“Oh, it’s not the oil,” said Cordelia, “that’s to heal him.” 

“Odder still—well, whatever it is the priest does—that he then 

goes to heaven? Is that what you believe?” 

Cara then interposed: “I think my nurse told me, someone did 

anyway, that if the priest got there before the body was cold it was all 

right. That’s so, isn’t it?” 

The others turned on her. 

“No, Cara, it’s not.” 

“Of course not.” 

“You’ve got it all wrong, Cara.” (328-9, ellipsis in original) 

 

As the debate continues, Charles’s frustration mounts. 

“Do any of you Catholics know what good you think this priest can 

do?” I asked. “Do you simply want to arrange it so that your father can 

have Christian burial? Do you want to keep him out of hell? I only want to 

be told.” 

Brideshead told me at some length, and when he had finished Cara 

slightly marred the unity of the Catholic front by saying in simple wonder, 

“I never heard that before.” (329) 

 

Waugh hit upon a good thing with Cara’s ignorance. Her name indicates her nationality, 

and of all the Catholics present at the debate, one might expect the Italian to know 
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Catholic dogma. But the scene continues. Charles proceeds to paraphrase Bridey’s lesson, 

sparing us the tedium of a catechism and informing us of what we must know if we are to 

appreciate the climax of the novel. 

“Let me get this clear,” I said; “he has to make an act of will;
130

 he 

has to be contrite and wish to be reconciled; is that right? But only God 

knows whether he has really made an act of will; the priest can’t tell; and 

if there isn’t a priest there, and he makes the act of will alone, that’s as 

good as if there were a priest. And it’s quite possible that the will may still 

be working when a man is too weak to make any outward sign of it; is that 

right? He may be lying, as though for dead, and willing all the time, and 

being reconciled, and God understands that; is that right?” 

“More or less,” said Brideshead. 

“Well for heaven’s sake,” I said, “what is the priest for?” 

There was a pause in which Julia sighed and Brideshead drew 

breath as though to start further subdividing the propositions. In the 

silence Cara said, “All I know is that I shall take very good care to have a 

priest.” 

“Bless you,” said Cordelia, “I believe that’s the best answer.” 

And we let the argument drop, each for different reasons, thinking 

it had been inconclusive. (329-330, emphasis in original) 

 

Waugh closes on the earlier comic note, but in terms of plot and characterization, the 

upshot is that Bridey is certain of what he believes, while the other Catholics are not, or 

at least they cannot articulate the specifics. Although the rest of the novel reveals Bridey 

to be a genuine blunderer in manners and conversation, his situation in this passage is 

common to modern scholastics. “Why do people always think one is quibbling when one 

tries to be precise?” Of course the answer is that precision is often unpleasant, especially 

when everyone is trying to relax over a meal. 

In the first chapter of his early book Heretics, G.K. Chesterton tells a charming 

parable about the perils anyone must face when invoking medieval philosophy in the 

modern public square: 
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 Cf. Augustine in the garden in Milan: “For I had but to will to go, in order not merely to go but to 

arrive” (Confessions, trans. Sheed 171-2). 



163 

 

Suppose that a great commotion arises in the street about something, let us 

say a lamp-post, which many influential persons desire to pull down. A 

grey-clad monk, who is the spirit of the Middle Ages, is approached upon 

the matter, and begins to say, in the arid manner of the Schoolmen, “Let us 

first of all consider, my brethren, the value of Light. If Light be in itself 

good—” At this point he is somewhat excusably knocked down. All the 

people make a rush for the lamp-post, the lamp-post is down in ten 

minutes, and they go about congratulating each other on their unmediaeval 

practicality. But as things go on they do not work out so easily. Some 

people have pulled the lamp-post down because they wanted the electric 

light; some because they wanted old iron; some because they wanted 

darkness, because their deeds were evil. Some thought it not enough of a 

lamp-post, some too much; some acted because they wanted to smash 

municipal machinery; some because they wanted to smash something. 

And there is war in the night, no man knowing whom he strikes. So, 

gradually and inevitably, to-day, to-morrow, or the next day, there comes 

back the conviction that the monk was right after all, and that all depends 

on what is the philosophy of Light. Only what we might have discussed 

under the gas-lamp, we now must discuss in the dark. 

 

The modern Thomist faces two perils, one external (the monk is knocked down) and one 

internal (knocking down eggheads is “somewhat excusable”). But his strength is 

extraordinary. He is coherent, careful, and right. Brideshead (and Brideshead) might have 

suffered repercussions if he had “further subdivide[ed]” the dogmatic propositions, but he 

could have done so, and the explanations, however complicated, would have been 

rational. Someone must be able to do so if the Church is to fulfill its vocation as bulwark 

and defender of “the faith once delivered to the saints” (Jude 1:3). 

Chesterton’s story illustrates well certain not uncommon skeptical responses to 

Maritain’s Art and Scholasticism.
131

 Albert Sonnenfeld’s “Catholic Romantics” narrative 

does not mention Maritain, but James Hitchcock recognizes the possibility of seeing the 

joint conversion of Jacques and his wife Raïssa in 1906 as merely “another in a 

series…stretching back to the time of Romanticism, a process involving the conscious 

rejection of the rational skepticism of the Enlightenment” (212). Hitchcock himself thinks 
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 See DK 3 on the “slope.” 
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the Maritains ushered in “possibly the brightest period of modern Catholic thought” 

(211), a “distinct phase which owed relatively little to the earlier ones” (212). Thus the 

historian strikes a blow at the “Third Spring” thesis. But consider the antagonistic 

reaction of Louis Andriessen and Elmer Schönberger in The Apollonian Clockwork: On 

Stravinsky (1982, trans. 1989). On the authors’ own ground I cannot judge: they may be 

correct that Maritain “had not the faintest idea about music” (92). But their commentary 

on Art and Scholasticism is mean-spirited, unduly suspicious, and haughty. In ten pages 

they find a remarkable number of opportunities to insult the man and his work. They 

begin with a tendentious account of his philosophy: 

[N]eo-Thomism…posed universal principles, the eternal truth, order, 

dogma, and the state of unchangeability. It reconciled reason and belief, 

was intellectualistic, provided answers to every question just like any 

totalitarian ideology, and formulated statutes for classicism especially for 

the spiritually homeless artists [of interwar France]. These statutes were 

called Art et Scolastique. (86) 

 

It is false to say neo-Thomism claims to “answer every question,” though those 

unaccustomed to philosophical inquiry may confuse many and every. “Classicism,” a 

morally-loaded term for Andriessen and Schönberger, is an unfortunate choice, given 

Maritain’s oft-stated preference for Primitive art over post-Renaissance developments. 

The mockery latent in “statutes” continues as they recount that the book “apparently 

commanded much respect,” and remark off-handedly that “Maritain’s name has now 

been forgotten, along with his hundreds of writings” (87). They think his philosophy “can 

be explained any way one wants” and deem his influence attributable to this essential 

vacuity. Their evidence on this point is most unconvincing. They misleadingly quote (88) 



165 

 

a line from Maritain about fashionable admiration of “classical” art.
132

 They cavalierly 

assert the presence of an “aesthetic and philosophic Manicheism” in the book (88), as 

well as a “fanatical, romantic nostalgia for the Middle Ages,” neglecting his nuanced 

judgment of medieval Christendom.
133

 They are inattentive to the book.
134

 They call his 

measured argumentation “furious polemical attacks.” They misrepresent his sophisticated 

engagement with Kant,
135

 his respectful rejection of Gide and Wilde’s “art for art’s sake” 

aesthetic,
136

 and his highly specified and detailed rejection of the doctrine of the 

                                                           
132

 Evans translates the relevant sentence as “These days, all the best people want the classical” (Apollonian 

53). The French original has the same italics: “Tous les gens bien, aujourd’hui, demandent du classique” 

(76). Perhaps the Dutch translation didn’t capture Maritain’s irony. Jeff Hamburg, English translator of The 

Apollonian Clockwork, notes that the Dutch edition of Maritain’s book “has the character of a catechism” 

(87n4). In the same note he circumspectly apologizes for Andriessen and Schönberger’s anti-Catholic bias: 

“One could say that the authors here are not only writing about Maritain and Stravinsky in this chapter, but 

also about Catholicism in general and its manifestation in the Netherlands.” He adds that the English 

translation of Art and Scholasticism which he consulted (trans. Scanlan) is “more sober than the lofty style 

of the pre-war Dutch.” Whether sobriety would not also occasion their invective remains an open question. 
133

 See A&S 125-6, which the authors quote with a misleading abbreviation. Hitchcock’s judgment is 

relevant here: 

The Neo-Scholastics were naturally vulnerable to the charge of being Romantic 

nostalgists, of being religiously motivated to return to the Middle Ages. Whatever 

elements of truth there may have been in that charge, it seems likely that they were 

attracted less by the idea of a perfect age of faith than by a rationally based philosophy 

which was more comprehensive than anything modernity could offer - reason not 

primarily as skeptical and analytical but as creative and systematic. (“Postmortem” 217) 

Maritain and, to a lesser extent, [Etienne] Gilson provided the program for a 

bold kind of Catholic intellectuality - an appropriation of medieval thought for modern 

use, not so much a medieval revival as a demonstration of the perennial relevance of the 

medieval philosophical achievement. The modern mind was to be brought back to its 

Catholic roots, not by the simple disparagement of modernity or by emphasis on the 

subjective necessity of faith, but by a rigorous and demanding appeal to reason. In the 

process, Scholastic principles would be applied in new and often daring ways. (218) 
134

 They err in calling Maritain more “forthright” (89) in a 1922 article than in the 1920 book. Compare the 

passage they quote (89) to A&S 219n163. This late endnote was modified after the 1920 original, and I do 

not have access to the 1924 Dutch translation used by the authors, but the most relevant portion (“le 

catholicisme est seul en etat de concilier parfaitement la Prudence et l’Art” [Art et scolastique, 179]) was 

present from the beginning. This very note is partially quoted by the authors, so it must have been included 

in some form in their edition. 
135

 See Maritain’s five-page endnote on Kant at A&S 162n56, which is already complex and sympathetic in 

the first French edition. I have no information on the Dutch translation of this note. 
136

 For approving citations and moderate criticisms of Gide, see A&S 91, 94, 95, 138, 217n152. Maritain 

can have sharp words for Gide (A&S 221n 163). For significant qualifications owing to Maritain’s spiritual 

realism, his belief in the existence and activity of God and the devil, see 138 (“That art today should in 

many opt for the devil is not surprising”), 219n157, and 227n196 (“The unconcealed and palpable influence 

of the devil on an important part of contemporary literature is one of the significant phenomena of the 

history of our time”). See also A&P 47, “A good part of current literature is positively possessed.” As the 
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Symbolist poets.
137

 Their omissions are just as misleading, for they say nothing of 

Maritain’s admiration of Baudelaire,
138

 evident throughout Art and Scholasticism, his 

distinct moral appreciation for Rimbaud (cf. A&S 36, 124-5, 224n181, 129-132), or his 

animus against certain Catholic philosophers.
139

 Worst of all are the ad hominem attacks: 

the false accusations of intellectual dishonesty concerning the redaction of allusions to 

the proto-fascist anti-Semite Charles Maurras (89n8)
140

 and the sneers at the white 

marriage of Jacques and Raïssa (90). 

Glories of Art and Scholasticism 

Art and Scholasticism has substantial merits on its own, but it is of particular 

interest to the student of the Catholic novel. Walker Percy and Flannery O’Connor highly 

valued the book. Percy’s library contained almost two dozen books by the Maritains 

(Raïssa was a poet), including the two primary English translations of Art et scolastique: 

Art and Scholasticism with Other Essays (1947, trans. Scanlan) and Art and 

Scholasticism and The Frontiers of Poetry (1962, trans. Evans).
141

 O’Connor “cut [her] 

aesthetic teeth on” it (Habit 216) and sometimes recommended it in her correspondence. 

                                                                                                                                                                             
mother of us all realized in the third book of Genesis, a realistic theology of the devil can partly excuse his 

human dupes. 
137

 See the appendix “An Essay on Art” (orig. 1922) at A&S 85ff. The discussion of Symbolism begins at 

90. In “The Frontiers of Poetry” (orig. 1927) Maritain offers a different assessment of Mallarmé (A&S 125, 

127). 
138

 As we saw in Chapter 1, more than one critic of modern Catholic literature sees Baudelaire as a crucial 

influence.  
139

 “The principal role played by Baudelaire and Rimbaud is to have made modern art pass the frontiers of 

the spirit. But these are regions of the direst perils, there the weightiest metaphysical problems fall on 

poetry, there the battle is waged between the good and the bad angels, and the bad angels are disguised as 

messengers of life” (A&S 130). On the other hand, Maritain quotes with approval a line from Léon Bloy 

celebrating “the good tidings of damnation” (225n181). In addition to Descartes, whom Maritain cannot 

mention with peace, several other Catholic thinkers receive Maritain’s severest criticisms: Dun Scotus, 

William of Occam, and Francisco Suárez (A&S 39-40). 
140

 See A&S 224n179, a note to “The Frontiers of Poetry” (1927) that quotes Maurras. This essay was 

added to the second (1927) and all subsequent editions of Art and Scholasticism. According to Hitchcock, 

Maritain grew disaffected with Maurras and Action Française before the movement was condemned by the 

Vatican (“Postmortem” 218). 
141

 For Walker Percy’s library, see his “Interesting Library” page on the website LibraryThing. 
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Her dependence on Maritain is everywhere evident in Mystery and Manners. A few of 

O’Connor’s clearest conceptual borrowings from Art & Scholasticism include the human 

artist’s need to acquaint himself with forms “in the immense treasure-house of created 

things, of sensible nature as also of the world of souls, and of the interior world of his 

own soul” (A&S 59). Her notions of the artist’s “peculiar angle of vision,” and of the 

presence of the “eternal and absolute” country “on, through, and under” the earthly 

country also come from Maritain: “…he is first and foremost a man who sees more 

deeply than other men, and who discloses in the real spiritual radiances which others 

cannot discern” (A&S 59-60). She may have gotten her particular sense of “mystery” 

from the book, as well: 

Metaphysics snatches at the spiritual in an idea, by the most abstract 

intellection; poetry reaches it in the flesh, by the very point of the sense 

sharpened through intelligence…. Metaphysics isolates mystery in order 

to know it; poetry, thanks to the balances it constructs, handles and utilizes 

mystery as an unknown force. (A&S 128).
142

 

 

One profound strength of Art and Scholasticism is Maritain’s ability to make 

sense of very different kinds of art, and within a given art, so many different forms and 

styles. After identifying the scholastics’ “three conditions” of beauty (integrity, 

proportion, and radiance), Maritain emphasizes the capaciousness of each condition by 

insisting that we understand them “in the most formal sense”; “we must avoid 

materializing their thought in any too narrow specification” (A&S 27). For instance the 

first condition, “integrity,” can take any number of material shapes. 

There is not just one way in which the notion of integrity or perfection or 

completion can be realized. The lack of a head or an arm is quite a 

                                                           
142

 For passages relevant to Percy, see A&S 55ff, 190n121, 123 and 224n178. Perhaps Percy got his notion 

of the novelist’s necessary “cunning, rascality, and viciousness” from a Degas quotation in the book (A&S 

48) (cf. e.g., Conversations 41, 79, 242, each of which cites Joyce). See also A&S 196, footnote on 

Baudelaire. Perhaps his notion of “angelism” came from A&P 47. 
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considerable lack of integrity in a woman but of very little account in a 

statue—whatever disappointment M. Ravaisson may have felt at not being 

able to complete the Venus de Milo.
143

 The least sketch of da Vinci’s or 

even of Rodin’s is more complete than the most perfect Bouguereau. And 

if it pleases a futurist to give the lady he is painting only one eye, or a 

quarter of an eye, no one denies him the right to do this: one asks only—

here is the whole problem—that this quarter of an eye be precisely all the 

eye this lady needs in the given case. (27, emphasis in original) 

 

When one examines futurist paintings of female figures, such as Carlo Carrà’s “Woman 

on the Balcony” (Figure 1), Maritain’s use of the term “lady” becomes quite charming. 

Another strength of the book is the variety of artists and thinkers whose critical 

remarks Maritain integrates into his argument. Baudelaire is a particular favorite, 

recurring several times in main text and notes (the notes are extensive, comprising almost 

half of the book). To take one pair of verso and recto from the endnotes, alongside 

quotations from Ss Augustine and Aquinas, one finds references to Leonardo da Vinci 

(156n26), Oscar Wilde (156n20), and Jean Cocteau (157n34). These references are 

sometimes critical. Maritain lets da Vinci embarrass himself with a page-long invective 

against poets and sculptors (A&S 158n43). So opposed is Maritain to an aesthetic theory 

that postulates the absolute or extrinsic autonomy of art
144

 that he calls Wilde “that 

terrible instrument of the devil which has so long been the scourge of modern literature” 

(219n157). But the references are frequently laudatory and humble. One of Wilde’s 

dicta—“The fact of a man being a poisoner is nothing against his prose”—is used to 

illustrate the scholastic distinction between Prudence, the virtue that rules “doing” (the 

free use of the will) and Art, the virtue that rules “making” (the intellect’s creative 

activity upon matter) (A&S 7-9). Wilde’s poisoner may be a fine writer, and whatever 
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 The philosopher’s sense of humor is not the least of the book’s virtues. 
144

 Extrinsic freedom is not intrinsic freedom, and the intrinsic freedom of art is one of Maritain’s chief 

doctrines. The artist as an artist is ruled only by the good of his art, but the artist as a human is ruled by the 

good of human beings. Maritain makes this point so often in the book that citations are needless. 
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they cost his soul, his sins need not harm his writing. Elsewhere Maritain sounds like 

Wilde’s “Preface” to The Picture of Dorian Gray. Wilde writes, “There is no such thing 

as a moral or an immoral book. Books are well written, or badly written. That is all” 

(Picture 3). Maritain, extending further the “doing” and “making” distinction 

(“subdividing the propositions,” as Waugh says of Bridey), writes, “The fact remains that 

the pure artist abstractly taken as such…is something entirely amoral.” Wilde speaks of 

the work and Maritain of the worker, but they both distinguish two spheres of human 

activity, or in the words of the Thomist, two spheres of the “practical intellect,” art and 

morality.
145

 

Perhaps the most astonishing area of agreement concerns Wilde’s extravagant 

claim that “All art is quite useless” (Picture 4). Understood one way, Maritain cannot 

help disagreeing. The scholastic conception of art includes not only the “fine arts,” but 

any sort of “making,” any “action which consists in imprinting an idea in some matter” 

(A&S 10). 

Let us recall here that the ancients treat of the virtue of Art considered in 

itself and in all its generality, not in any one of its particular species; so 

that the simplest example of art thus considered, the one in which the 

generic conception of art is first realized, must be sought in the 

mechanical arts. The art of the shipbuilder or of the clockmaker has for its 

proper end something invariable and universal, determined by reason: to 

permit man to travel on water or to tell the time—the thing-to-be-made, 

ship or clock, being itself but a matter formed according to that end. (A&S 

18-19)
146

 

 

Plenty of art in this broad sense is useful. The virtue of Art belongs to the “practical 

order” of the intellect, as opposed to the “speculative order.” In the latter, such virtues as 
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 Maritain objects to Wilde’s phrase, “The highest Art rejects the burden of the human spirit” (A&S 92). 
146

 Cf. C.S. Lewis, Preface to Paradise Lost: “The first qualification for judging any piece of workmanship 

from a corkscrew to a cathedral is to know what it is—what it was intended to do and how it is meant to be 

used” (1). 
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“Science” and “Wisdom” have knowledge as their “sole end” (A&S 5; emphasis in 

original). Science knows, Art makes. Science, in other words, really is “useless,” in that it 

makes nothing—at least nothing outside the mind. The things that are made by Art, on 

the other hand, are made to be used for some purpose other than knowledge. Perhaps this 

purpose includes knowledge, but it exceeds it. The virtue of Art shapes or imprints matter 

with some form, for some purpose—even if that purpose is the relatively intellectual one 

of writing a fin de siècle novel. 

If “art” is understood in a different sense (and this is what Wilde means), then 

Maritain agrees that artworks are “useless.” Both affirm the dictum properly understood: 

the fine arts are “quite useless” in that they are not meant to be used for some other 

purpose than enjoyment. Maritain sometimes expresses this “purpose” as seeing, 

experiencing, or contemplating the work of art. The true “end” of the fine artist is the 

creation of beauty, and the activity of the contemplator (reader, viewer, beholder) 

terminates in the beautiful work. The fine arts produce objects (or in the case of music 

and dance, temporal patterns) subject to meditation—which is exactly what Wilde means 

by “quite useless.”
147

 

Paradoxically, a beautiful work of art is analogous to the objects of speculation 

“enjoyed” in and for themselves by the speculative intellect (A&S 6), though beauty woos 

where speculation must labor (A&S 25-6). Medieval thought is full of these fine 

distinctions, analogies, imitations, and “participations.” Just as the science of logic, which 

properly belongs to the speculative order of the intellect, is a sort of art in that it produces 
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 “The division of the arts into the beautiful (the fine arts) and the useful arts, however important it may 

be in other respects, is not what the logicians call an “essential” division; it is taken from the end pursued, 

and the same art can very well pursue utility and beauty at one and the same time. Such is, above all, the 

case with architecture” (A&S 158n40). 



171 

 

a “work” (a spiritual work, a work which remains “wholly within the mind” and which 

aims only at “the achievement of knowledge”), so the fine arts make works (material 

works, works located in space and time) meant to be enjoyed rather than used. 

One more note about the enjoyment of human art and “participation.” In the fine 

arts, the artist’s act of “imprinting an idea in some matter” (A&S 10) means the 

imprinting or impressing of a beautiful idea or form. Maritain calls beauty “the flashing 

of intelligence on a matter intelligibly arranged” (A&S 25). The “radiance”—meaning not 

brilliance or brightness but clarity—of the beautiful form “has an infinity of diverse ways 

of shining on matter” (A&S 28).
148

 Whence this infinitude? Without further paraphrasing 

Maritain’s complex, lucid account of beauty, let us simply say that there is a sense in 

which even the beautiful work of art has a purpose beyond its own enjoyment. Perhaps 

we should say “significance” instead of “purpose,” for what is meant is beyond the 

control of both the maker and the beholder (reader, viewer) of the artwork. According to 

Maritain, if a work of art is truly beautiful—or, importantly, truly terrible, in the sense of 

awful, grand, sublime, numinous—then it necessarily bears a certain relation to an 

altogether different and higher level of reality than the human. Due to the limitations of 

the created order, human art can deliver only analogous beauty, not pure or original 

beauty. This analogous human beauty points beyond or through creation (“on, through, 

and under”) toward transcendental Beauty. The beautiful artwork “participates in” the 

Beautiful. One reason Maritain uses “radiance” to mean “clarity” is that it implies 

emanation, a “shining forth” of transcendental Beauty. In a word, earthly beauty derives 

from and points to God, the “sovereign analogue” (A&S 30). “The moment one touches a 
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 “Radiance” is the third “condition” of sensible and intelligible beauty, along with integrity and 

proportion. 
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transcendental, one touches being itself, a likeness of God, an absolute, that which 

ennobles and delights our life; one enters the domain of the spirit” (A&S 32). That is to 

say, one enters Flannery O’Connor’s “true country.” 

A Maritain glossary 

The definition of the Catholic novel at work in this dissertation and spelled out 

explicitly in the next section does not map precisely onto any of the critical definitions 

listed in Appendix I. Neither does it come directly or entirely from Jacques Maritain. But 

the neo-Thomist points my way forward. Because his definitions of the novel and realism 

seem pedestrian when abstracted from the broader context of his philosophy of art, which 

in turn cannot be explained without reference to his philosophy in general; and because 

Art and Scholasticism is a messy text—not in its language, which is wonderfully precise, 

but in its form
149

—it seems reasonable to offer a glossary of Maritain’s key words, 

especially those likely to be unfamiliar in a post-scholastic age. The list is arranged 

logically rather than alphabetically, and should be read in order. The categories into 

which the terms are apportioned show that we approach our subject from the outside. The 

glossary relies primarily on Art and Scholasticism, but fills in gaps with reference to 

several more Maritain books.
150

 It should clarify any obscurities in this and the preceding 

chapter. Sometimes I refer to other usages of a term for the sake of clarity. With 

Chesterton’s parable in mind, I have tried to keep pedantry to a minimum. I have not 

attempted entries on essence and existence; being could be postponed but not omitted. I 

have avoided epistemology as much as possible. A few of the entries contain definitions, 
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 In the Evans translation, 90 pages of the main text, five appended essays, footnotes throughout, plus 75 

pages of endnotes. Some of the notes are distressingly long. 
150

 Introduction to Philosophy (IP), Formal Logic (FL), Art and Poetry (A&P), and Degrees of Knowledge 

(DK). 
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but when confronting technical jargon from the outside, the layman must often content 

himself with mere explanations. I have offered examples for each entry in the highly 

abstract first section, but this seemed unnecessary for subsequent entries. The longer 

entries in the first and final sections needed to be long; otherwise I have aimed at brevity. 

Some of the footnotes in the glossary are less consequential than elsewhere in the 

dissertation. On occasion I have chosen—or been forced by the technicalities—simply to 

quote Maritain.
151

 

Fundamentals 

Substance: “A thing or a nature whose property is to exist by itself, or in virtue of 

itself (per se) and not in another thing” (IP 224). With what marvelous economy—two 

words in both the English translation and the original French, does Maritain explain how, 

for Aristotle and St Thomas, both species (dogs) and individuals (Fido) can be called 

substance. Substances can be material or immaterial. 

Examples: A rock, a tree, a dog, a man, an angel, an idea. Also, as 

categories, rock, tree, dog, human, angel, idea. 

Accident: “A nature or essence whose property is to exist in something else” (IP 

227). Changes in accident need not indicate substantial change. 

Examples: The shape of a rock. The position of a tree in a yard. The red 

color of a rubber dodge ball. The red hair of Mr Slope (Barchester 

Towers, Chapter 4). The sensibles (see entry below) of a consecrated 

communion wafer. 

Form: This difficult word can mean two very different things. 

1. Form is frequently used as shorthand for substantial form, an immaterial 

principle of order. Maritain is eloquent: substantial form is “the principle which 

constitutes the proper perfection of all that is, which constitutes and achieves things in 

their essences and qualities, which is, finally…the ontological secret that they bear within 

them, their spiritual being, their operating mystery” (A&S 24). As “operating” indicates, 

substantial form is “active,” “the living idea or soul of the thing” (IP 167), and “actual” 

(IP 247). It is also “the proper principle of intelligibility, the proper clarity
152

 of every 
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 The glossary is also indebted to two websites, the Catholic Encyclopedia hosted on New Advent, and 

Aquinas Online, created by Joseph M. Magee. 
152

 On clarity: Always ready to object to “subjectivism” in epistemology and philosophy (e.g., A&S 

162n56ff and 164 footnote), Maritain elsewhere describes the reductive conflation of “clarity in itself” and 

“clarity for us” as a “Cartesian misconception” (A&S 28 footnote). The central error of “subjectivist” 

philosophy is the failure to recognize the “transobjective” character of things, the fact that objects are 

things, before or apart from their status as objects (DK 99). This error can be seen in Ortega y Gasset’s 
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thing” (A&S 24-5), the element of a thing that fits it for intellectual knowledge. Hence a 

good definition must look to substantial form. 

Example: Scholastics speak of the soul as ‘the form of the body,’ and 

together soul and body form a composite, the human person. Death, which 

separates soul and body, means the dissolution of the person. Only 

resurrection can restore the human person to existence, though it is 

possible for the soul to live on, in an unnatural or incomplete fashion. 

2. The second meaning is more familiar. By analogy with the first definition, form 

can also mean external shape, or the arrangement of matter in space (IP 167).
153

 This is 

accidental form, and is possessed by every corporeal substance. 

Example: Anthony Trollope writes that his heroine Mary Thorne is “very 

beautiful; but, in truth, her mind and inner qualities are more clearly 

distinct to my brain than her outward form and features” (Doctor Thorne, 

Chapter 3). 

Even with the definitions of substance and accident above, the two kinds of form 

may not seem sufficiently distinct. Consider their similarity. In a material thing (a 

corporeal substance, a thing with a body, a thing extended in space), the substantial form 

makes the thing what it is, or “determines” it, by ordering and animating undetermined 

matter. The accidental form represents a kind of order, too, in that it modifies a substance 

(or, per the entry on accident, “exists in something else”). But then, the accidental form 

of red hair does not make a human. If Mr Slope’s pate were hairless instead of being 

greasily and reddishly hirsute, he would remain a (very unpleasant) human being. Mr 

Slope’s all too keen faculty of reason, on the other hand, belongs to the substantial form 

of his nature, the human being’s spiritual soul. Maritain uses a spatial metaphor
154

 to 

clarify the difference. Substantial form, being immaterial and invisible, is an “internal” 

regulation of matter; accidental form, being visible to the eye, is “external” (IP 166). 

These two usages have fascinating (metaphorical) implications for a definition of 

literary form.
155

 

Matter: Again we must distinguish between two senses of the word. 

1. Matter can abbreviate first matter (materia prima). Like substantial form, 

materia prima is a “substantial principle” (IP 166, 247), but unlike substantial form, it is 

wholly passive (IP 244). In fact, apart from form, matter does not actually exist. It is not 

‘actual,’ but purely ‘potential.’ Materia prima does have a kind of existence, called 

                                                                                                                                                                             
discussion of form. He glosses literary form as the “expressive apparatus” of a poem (Meditations 112). 

But as we saw in the previous chapter, for Ortega natural things have no form apart from those assigned to 

them, without warrant, by the human mind (“The inert and harsh object rejects whatever ‘meanings’ we 

may give it” (144). And even “culture…is a fiction.” If things truly did have forms, Ortega would have to 

admit their full reality, and distinguish between their clarity “for us” and their clarity “in themselves.” A 

human mind’s inability to make sense of a thing (or event) does not imply its utter senselessness. For more 

on Ortega, see the entry on realism below. 
153

 Historically this second usage came first, and was extended (by Aristotle) to substantial form (IP 167). 
154

 This is only a metaphor, since immaterial things take up no space, and can be neither within nor without. 
155

 They can only metaphorical inasmuch as all artificial things (all things produced by art) have accidental 

form, but no independent substantial form. See entry on realism below. 
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potential existence, which is neither absolute existence nor absolute non-existence (IP 

243). Obviously this is problematic, but it is necessary to account for the reality of being 

and the reality of change (‘motion’) (IP 239-40). 

Example: We can give no example of materia prima, “which can be any 

and every body and by itself is none” (IP 247), but Maritain offers the 

analogy of an untouched mound of clay in a sculptor’s workshop (IP 167). 

Until the artist imposes an accidental form on the clay, the sculpture does 

not exist. 

2. When conjoined with a substantial form, matter is actual: it exists in reality. 

Though I have not encountered it in Maritain, the common name for actual matter 

is secondary matter (Aveling). Secondary matter remains passive (determined) relative to 

its substantial and accidental forms (determining). 

Examples: The clay of a clay sculpture. The hair (and skin, bones, etc.) of 

Mr Slope. In a water molecule, two hydrogen atoms and one oxygen atom. 

Immaterial (adj.): Denotes the quality of being entirely free of matter. The 

immaterial thing exists, but takes up no space. 

Example: God, the angels, an idea or concept. The idea human is identical 

neither to its external source (the thing presented as an object to the 

senses, such as Mr Slope walking down a Barchester street) nor to its 

material expressions, whether these be oral-temporal (a word spoken or 

imagined
156

) or graphic-spatial (a written sign or symbol) (FL 6-7). 

Note. The first few items in the glossary imply some startling propositions. For 

instance, a rock, the earthiest of earthy things, has an immaterial element, is ‘in part’ 

immaterial. Like every other real corporeal substance, a rock is composed of two 

substantial principles: an immaterial substantial form, and materia prima, which when 

joined to the former becomes the rock’s actual matter. 

Intelligible (n.): Denotes a thing that is knowable or accessible to the mind (A&S 

26). The mind can grasp it. Intelligibles are the proper objects of the human mind, and are 

not directly open to the animal senses. Some intelligibles have nothing to do with matter 

(for instance, perfect geometric shapes or pure spirits). But other intelligibles—probably 

most of them in our daily experience—can only be considered when abstracted by the 

mind from the matter in which they are ‘embedded,’ or as it were bound up or tangled. 

Cf. connaturality below. Can also be used as an adjective. 

For example, triangles, beauty, essences. The fact that all three of these 

can be more or less adequately represented by signs does not imply that 

they are sensible (see below) in themselves. 

Sensible (n.): Denotes a thing that can be sensed, grasped by the senses (A&S 24, 

25). Sensibles are the proper objects of the senses, and thus are not directly open to the 

rational intellect, but they can be known with “sense-knowledge” (IP 171), which is 

intuitive (see human intellect below). Can be used as an adjective. 

                                                           
156

 Imagining is a mental activity distinct from thinking (IP 156). 
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Examples: Moss, dog bones, the sun, licorice, Madonna of the Rocks. 

Being (or existence) (n.): A complex word of enormous importance. Being is the 

proper object of philosophy and the sciences. Existence is a synonym. It refers to all 

things that exist (“existents”), though as we will see, one kind of existent (potentiality; cf. 

materia prima above) is very nearly non-existent. Being is divisible into two categories, 

potentiality and act (see below; IP 239ff). These categories are not ranged side by side. 

Think instead of a ladder with pure potentiality as the floor beneath the bottommost rung, 

and pure act as the ceiling above the topmost rung. Non-existents have no place on, 

below, or above this ladder, but they can, mysteriously, be signified (see possible and 

actual in the footnote below). Maritain usually uses it as a gerund rather than a verb 

(“This dog has being”; cf. “This dog has existence”). It can refer to individual things or 

all things as a whole. 

Examples: Each thing, all things. Below the ‘ladder’ is materia prima 

(pure potentiality, waiting to be made into something), and above it is God 

(pure Act, the Maker). Both exist, though in radically different ways. Also 

existent are the practically infinite number of intervening ‘rungs’ of the 

ladder, with potentiality decreasing and act increasing as we ascend: 

electrons, the planet Saturn, the Milky Way, microbes, pecans, tall grass, 

Pixar’s Cars franchise (unfortunately), Tristram Shandy (blessedly), an ant 

colony, a murder of crows, a university, Tucson Arizona, the United States 

of America, a daughter, principalities and powers, and so on. 

Potentiality (or potency) and act
157

: 

1. What kind of existence is potentiality? With its synonym potency, it refers to 

existence or being “in a secondary and improper sense”: a real power to be or do 

something (to change or ‘move’) (IP 242-4). ‘Power’ here must not be understood in the 

usual sense. It indicates nothing of regnant law, or an active force (natural or cultural), or 

an authority figure, or ‘powerful’ persons, institutions, or societies. “Wax is in potency to 

receive the impress of the seal, water is in potency to become ice or vapour” (IP 244). It 

is in this sense that materia prima is pure potentiality: it is “in potency” to become any 

material thing. 

Example: A sleeping man whose mouth and vocal cords work properly is 

silent. But unlike a sleeping infant, an expressive aphasic, a dead person, 
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 Possible and actual: Alongside potentiality and act we should mention a similar, but not identical pair: 

the possible and the actual (see FL 21). All four terms refer to all real being (ens reale), as opposed to 

conceptual being (ens rationis), things which cannot exist in reality but can exist in the mind. As examples 

of conceptual beings, Maritain names negations (“blindness, nothingness”), logical beings (“affirmation, 

the species man”), and mathematical beings (“an irrational number”) (FL 20-21). The possible is ‘larger’ 

than the actual, for in addition to the “merely possible” (things which may exist in reality), it includes the 

actual (things which do exist in reality). 

Why do these terms exist? What is their use? Maritain typically (though not always) restricts them 

to logical contexts, reserving potentiality and act for ontological contexts. This would accord with the 

Catholic Encyclopedia on New Advent (Dubray). 

“Possibles” is also used as a collective name for essences which “of their nature connote only a 

possible existence.” Maritain’s examples are triangles, even numbers, and humanity (IP 194). Only God’s 

actuality is logically necessary. For more, see FL 111-114. 
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or an oak tree, he is potentially (or “in potency”) a speaker. Unlike 

materia prima, our sleeper is not potentially any corporeal substance; for 

instance, he is not potentially an island. 

2. In contrast to potentiality, act refers to “being in the strict sense of the term,” 

unequivocal being, existence in reality (IP 244-5). Each rung of the ladder above materia 

prima is “in act” to an ever-increasing degree. 

Example: Since 1776, or at least 1783 (Treaty of Paris), the United States 

of America has been in existence. 

Mind, virtue, & aesthetics 

Human intellect: “The formal object of the intellect is being” (IP 187), but as we 

have already seen, the mind’s proper object is not sensible being but intelligible being. 

The intellect cannot grasp sensibles as do the senses; instead it grasps the “essences” of 

sensibles, which are intelligible (IP 203). It also grasps those intelligibles that are purely 

immaterial. But in both cases this is difficult to do. Rational intellect must labor to grasp 

essences: in the case of intelligibles wrapped up in sensibles, it labors in abstraction 

(moving from Tom, Dick, or Harry to human being or humankind). The intelligible is 

‘mediated.’ Logical inference is another labor of the human intellect, one that is able to 

handle pure intelligibles themselves. These labors explains why the human intellect (syn. 

understanding) is called rational, abstractive, and discursive (IP 1) rather than intuitive, 

as in the intellect of the angels (A&S 23-4). Intuitive intellect grasps sensible and 

intelligible essences ‘immediately’ or without mediation. 

Two “orders” of the human intellect: Speculative and practical (A&S 5-6, IP 

271). The end of the speculative order of the intellect is knowledge, while the end of the 

practical order of the intellect is action.
158

 Metaphysics (First Philosophy) is speculative; 

the goal is to know and enjoy the truth, as the etymology of ‘philosophy’ suggests.
159

 

Ethics and Art are practical, in that their goals are (respectively) to do and to make. In a 

way, Logic belongs to both orders, for it builds an (immanent) artwork that regulates 

speculation (A&S 6). In Maritain’s writings, “science” usually refers to speculative 

inquiry, which is in marked contrast to contemporary discourse, in which practical 

inquiry along the lines of S.T.E.M. is usually intended. Maritain would call such sciences 

“experimental” or “empirical,” rather than strictly philosophical (IP 204, DK 42). 

Two “spheres” of the practical order: Action (secondary act) is divided into the 

spheres of Doing and Making (A&S 7-9, IP 271). Doing is ruled by the virtue of 

Prudence, and making is ruled by the virtue of Art. 

Doing and the virtue of Prudence: Moral philosophy is not our study, but a 

word on the subject will help explain the next entry by contrast. The sphere of Doing is 
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 This ‘action’ is “secondary act,” actus operationis. The Act that was opposed to Potentiality is “primary 

act,” actus existentiae (IP 244). Action in the secondary sense requires Act in the primary sense, for only 

existents can perform actions. Both primary and secondary act pertain to ontology. The Actual that was 

opposed to the Possible pertains to logic, which studies not being, but “the reason itself as an instrument of 

knowledge, or a means of acquiring and possessing the true” (FL 1). 
159

 Metaphysics studies being as being, rather than being “resolved in quantity as such” (mathematics) or 

being “resolved in sensible being” (e.g., empirical science). See the fascinating table at DK 42. 
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concerned with the quality of the use of human will. It is interested only in “the use 

which we make of our freedom,” not the things actually made or works actually 

accomplished (A&S 7). (Intentions are under our control, but consequences are not.) The 

use of the will is good, bad, or somewhere between the two, depending on its “conformity 

with the law of human acts, and with the true end of the whole of human life,” God (A&S 

8). Prudence, as “queen of the moral virtues,” acknowledges this ‘external’ law, and as a 

kind of ‘interior’ law regulates the human will toward the good. 

Making and the virtue of Art: Unlike the sphere of Doing, which is oriented to 

the good of the human maker or artist, the sphere of Making is concerned exclusively 

with the good of the thing made, the work of art itself (A&S 8). As human actions have 

laws, so do human arts, and Art is Maritain’s name for the virtue that regulates artistic 

actions from within, though not without reference to ‘external’ rules. All such rules take 

their bearings from a single “law”: “There is for Art but one law—the exigencies and the 

good of the work” (A&S 9). 

Immediately after this strong remark, Maritain discusses the exhilarating and 

problematic nature of the virtue of Art, and its demands upon the artist. Doing, which is 

interested only in the good of the whole person, and Making, which is interested only in 

the good of the thing made, are often at odds, and though they are not equals, they are 

well matched. Neither sphere has absolute authority or autonomy; the independent self-

rule of each is limited, real, and necessary. Within its own sphere, the virtue of Art must 

be allowed to rule, and nothing—certainly not the virtue of Prudence—can lawfully 

usurp this authority; but outside this sphere, the human artist has other essential 

considerations, commitments, laws. Thus the virtue of Art is “extrinsically 

subordinate…to the good of the [human] subject” (A&S 71). In the same way that 

secondary act requires primary act (cf. footnote to two orders of the human intellect), so 

the virtue of art requires an artist-subject who is a first a person. Here Maritain parts 

company with Wildean aesthetics.
160

 “Art has no right against God,” who is “infinitely 

more lovable than art” (A&S 70-1). 

Note. Maritain means every conceivable artistic discipline: shipbuilding, 

cabinetry, ironmongery, and computer engineering, in addition to the fine arts (see 

below), such as music, painting, dance, and poetry. 

Art as a virtue: To call Prudence a virtue is nothing new. It is one of the four 

natural virtues, along with Justice, Fortitude, and Temperance, to which the medieval 

theologians added the three theological virtues of Faith, Hope, and Love. But how can 

Art be a virtue? What are usually referred to as the seven virtues are the seven moral 

virtues, but not all virtues are moral. Some are intellectual, and as we have seen above, 

Art is a virtue of the practical intellect. 

Not all art is Art. If Art is a virtue, it can hardly be equated with or reduced to the 

art work, an artistic decision, or an artistic discipline. Virtues are habits or dispositions of 

the soul, tendencies toward certain actions done for the good of their subjects. (Vices are 

tendencies to act in a way that abuses the subject.) Art in the sense of virtue is thus a 

spiritual quality, a ‘habit’: “Art, first of all, is of the intellectual order, its action consists 
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 Wilde was “suffocated by the paper roses of his aestheticism” and did not see the absolute necessity of 

the artist’s communion with the universe (A&S 127). 
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of imprinting
161

 an idea in some matter: it is therefore in the intelligence of the artifex 

that it resides, or, as is said, this intelligence is the subject in which it inheres. It is a 

certain quality of this intelligence” (A&S 10, emphasis in original). The virtue of Art can 

also be described as an “instrument” of the artist, comparable to painter’s brush (A&S 

94). For a rough analogy to art as a virtue, consider “creativity” in contemporary idiom. 

Habitus: Maritain uses habitus (Lat.) to explain Art as an intellectual (rather than 

moral or theological) virtue.
162

 Here I must retreat to quotation (all from A&S 10-11). 

“The ancients termed habitus qualities of a class apart, qualities which are essentially 

stable dispositions perfecting in the line of its own nature the subject in which they exist.” 

These subjects need not be immaterial: “Health, beauty are habitus of the body.” Nor 

need they be natural: “sanctifying grace is a habitus (supernatural) of the soul.” (These 

two quotations show Maritain’s use of the same form for singular and plural 

constructions.) Some habitus have their subject in neither the body nor the soul but in 

“the faculties or powers of the soul,” intellect and will. These include both “the 

intellectual virtues and the moral virtues,” which are called “operative habitus” inasmuch 

as these powers “tend to action.”
163

 

Note. What is the relation of habitus to habit? Habitus is decidedly not “habit in 

the modern sense of the word,” “mere mechanical bent and routine.” In fact habitus is the 

“exact contrary” of habit, which “resides in the nerve centers,” while “operative habitus” 

is immaterial, “resid[ing] principally in an immaterial faculty,” either intellect or will. 

Note. What does Maritain mean by habitus “perfecting…the subject in which they 

exist”? Here is a memorable gloss: “Habitus are intrinsic superelevations of living 

spontaneity, vital developments which render the soul better in a given order and which 

fill it with an active sap.” 

Fine art: “Art in general tends to make a work. But certain arts tend to make a 

beautiful work, and in this they differ essentially from all the others” (A&S 33, emphasis 

in original). The useful arts are “ordered to the service of man,” but the fine arts are 

“ordered to beauty.” “The fine arts thus stand out in the genus art as man stands out in the 

genus animal.” See also A&S 126-7. 

The transcendentals: “Objects of thought which transcend every limit of genus 

or category, and which do not allow themselves to be enclosed in any class, because they 

imbue everything and are to be found everywhere” (A&S 30; cf. IP 247). The 

transcendentals are a special kind of intelligible, and include being, the one, the true, the 

good, the beautiful, potentiality and act. Each transcendental “is being itself” from a 

certain angle, or “a property of being.” 
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 Another imprinting: “It is by the way in which he transforms the universe passing into his mind, in order 

to make a form divined in things shine on a matter, that the artist imprints his mark on his work” (A&S 

127). 
162

 For more on the intellectual, moral, and theological virtues, and the similar “gifts” and “fruits” of the 

Holy Spirit, see Waldron, “Virtue” and CCC §§1803-1845. 
163

 There is no contradiction here with what was said above of the two orders of the human intellect. The 

speculative order is concerned with knowledge, and the practical order with action. But knowledge is a 

kind of action: “The intellect acts, indeed its act is, absolutely speaking, life par excellence” (A&S 5), But 

this act is “immanent,” beginning and ending in the intellect. The practical order aims at actions performed 

or works made outside the intellect. 
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Beauty or the Beautiful: To define beauty Maritain quotes St Thomas: id quod 

visum placet (“that which, being seen, pleases”; A&S 23). Maritain glosses visum as 

“intuitive knowledge” (cf. human intellect above). Such “vision” may be sensual (sense-

knowledge) or, using “sight” metaphorically, purely intellectual (a kind of labor-free 

rational knowledge; cf. A&S 26). Only the former is “connatural” to man (A&S 24). 

Connaturality: “A kind of conformity and intimate proportion” between two 

things (A&S 12). Connatural beauty, for humans, is an intelligible wrapped up in a 

sensible. For additional uses of the word and idea, see A&S 15, 24, 25, 48, 153n1. 

Poetry: Rather than the contrary of prose, Maritain means by poetry the human 

activity of apprehension and re-creation, in space and time, of substantial forms. Since 

substantial form is “the ontological secret” (A&S 24) of everything that exists, and not 

living beings alone, poetry has for its object the entire cosmos. In a passage that must 

have pleased Flannery O’Connor, Maritain writes that this apprehension or “divination” 

is “of the spiritual in the things of sense,” and therefore must “express itself in the things 

of sense” (A&S 128, 129; cf. 24, 25).
164

 With “divination” Maritain indicates that this 

knowledge is not attained rationally and discursively; there is no abstraction of 

substantial form from material body. Poetic knowledge is akin to the angels’ intuitive 

knowledge. Here a glance suffices; the intellect’s normal labor is not needed. 

Note. Another extraordinary quotation: “The poet hears the passwords and the 

secrets that are stammering in things…perceives the realities, correspondences, figures of 

horror or of beauty of a very certain objectivity…captures like a spring-finder, the springs 

of the transcendentals…not by disengaging this objectivity for itself, but by receiving all 

this into the recesses of his sentiment and of his passion—not as something other than he, 

according to the law of speculative knowledge, but on the contrary as inseparable from 

himself, and in truth as part of himself” (A&P 89). 

The novel & literary criticism 

The novel: Maritain does not deal extensively with the novel, but when stitched 

together (they come from several different texts), his few remarks become suggestive. 

The context of the first remark is a discussion of one conflict between Prudence and Art, 

“the representation of the nude” (A&S 219n163). 

I have just mentioned the novel. Unlike other literary forms, the novel has 

as its object not a thing-to-be-made that would possess its own beauty in 

the world of artifacts, and of which human life furnishes only the 

elements, but human life itself to be moulded in fiction, as providential Art 

moulds human life in reality. The object it must create is humanity itself—

humanity to be formed, scrutinized and governed like a world. Such seems 

to me to be the distinctive characteristic of the art of the novel. (A&S 221; 

see Appendix II for fuller quotation.) 
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 Maritain considered this idea, and the paragraphs in which it is found, important enough to quote in the 

Preface to the 1943 English translation of Art and Poetry, a collection of three essays (9-12). The original 

French edition of this book (1935) included “The Frontiers of Poetry” (1927), from which this line is taken, 

and which most English translations append to Art & Scholasticism. 
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At the start of this glossary I said Maritain’s definition of the novel seems uninspired 

outside the context of his philosophy. Having surveyed some of his keywords, we can 

now see the sense Maritain intends regarding form, thing-to-be-made, beauty, 

providential Art (God’s ‘virtue’), reality, object, humanity. We can take seriously the 

tentativeness of his definition (“seems to me”) when we remember that he assigns the 

task of ascertaining each artistic discipline’s “fundamental and perennial rules” (A&S 45) 

to the community or tradition of artists themselves, not to philosophers (180n81; cf. 

176n79). 

“Human life itself moulded in fiction.” “It must create humanity itself.” These 

remarks were published in 1927. But what do they mean? They seem rather vague. The 

following lines, composed in 1928, shed light on the analogy between God (Creator) and 

novelist (creator) as providential overseer and judge. 

Every novel is a mirror borne along before the futuribilia
165

 and before the 

laws of divine government, and the novelist who does not believe in moral 

values destroys in himself the very matter of his art. (A&P 58) 

A fictional futuribilia would seem to be more than an interesting or plausible story; it 

must also be (analogically) true: given human nature, and given these particular 

individuals, and given this particular situation, such would have been the result. (For 

more on truth in fiction, see the next entry, realism.) In the next paragraph, Maritain 

confirms this interpretation. He is discussing Dostoevsky as a godlike, providential 

novelist, but this time he adds that supremely comfortable doctrine of the maker’s charity 

toward his human creations: 

In behalf of that one of his characters who most resembles his own 

confession, Stravoguin of The Demons, Dostoievsky contrives no alibi, he 

leads him to his miserable suicide with a severity, a clairvoyance, a logic 

without pity. He loves him however, for it is himself, or at least the dark 

face of himself. But it is exactly here that best appears, in my sense, the 

transcendence of his genius as a novelist. His work is similar to the living 

universe, there is in it a sort of metaphysical pathos because the beings 

who move about in it are, to a certain degree, in the same relation to the 

thought that creates them, as men are to God. He loves his characters, 

more tenderly perhaps than does any other artist, he puts himself into them 

more than does any other; at the same time, he scrutinizes them and judges 

them inflexibly. (A&P 58-9) 

The quotation also illuminates the novelist’s duty to “scrutinize” humanity (already 

registered at A&S 221). Dostoevsky does not permit sentimentalism or romanticism to 

creep in and save Stavrogin, that failed Prince Hal, but neither does he morbidly 

demonize him. 

Two final, brief quotations, and we can move on. When “human life” is “moulded 

in fiction” properly, the novel is revelatory: it offers (intuitive) knowledge. 
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 “The theologians call futuribilia the events which would have come to pass, according to divine 

foreknowledge, if something which did not take place had taken place at a given moment” (A&P 58n24, 

emphasis in original). 
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[This] imaginary humanity…takes birth in the heart of man and reveals 

man to himself. In this sense, one can say with Mauriac that the 

knowledge of man is the proper goal for the literature of the novel. (A&P 

60) 

A 1935 essay gives a more precise name to this “knowledge of man”: 

The novel poses wholly different questions, which I do not here touch 

upon. For it, the “knowledge of man” is, if I may so put it, a vocational 

task, but with Mauriac as with Malraux, with Green himself, the question 

is that of a moral knowledge rather than a poetic knowledge. (A&P 76, 

emphasis in original) 

The import of these lines is not entirely clear; they are an aside in an essay not concerned 

with “the novel.” But recalling a few items the glossary entries on poetry and prudence, 

we can undertake to offer an interpretation. Poetic knowledge is an approximation of 

angelic intuition; the “knowledge of man” that Maritain sees as necessary for the novel is 

“wholly different” from this. The novelist doubtless “apprehends and re-creates 

substantial forms” in a work of fiction, but he is working with knowledge content that 

does not derive from poetry. Instead, in the act of creating humanity, the novelist works 

with moral knowledge, which is attained in very different ways.
166

 The content of moral 

knowledge is not a substantial form, but an awareness of that “law of human acts” and of 

“the true end of the whole of human life” (A&S 8). In other words, the sphere of Making 

has the entire cosmos for its object, including the sphere of Doing. The novelist must 

know his human creations’ moral imperatives, and the consequences (especially internal) 

of disobedience. Dostoevsky gives us Raskolnikov’s dreams, Kirillov’s ten “nows,” and 

Ivan Karamazov’s cold smile. 

Realism and imitation: Maritain has a fascinating take on literary “realism.” 

Here is the first relevant quotation: 

One can therefore understand the necessity for integrity, authenticity and 

universality in the novelist’s realism: only a Christian, nay more, a mystic, 

because he has some idea of what is in man, can be a complete novelist. 

(221) 

“What is in man” means moral knowledge. But what is this realism? 

Consider one typical use of the term. Ortega y Gasset writes of an “everlasting 

conflict” between the “‘idea’ or ‘sense’ of each thing and its ‘materiality’” (Meditations 

143). Such a war can have only two results: “If the ‘idea’ triumphs, the ‘materiality’ is 

superseded and we live under hallucination. If the materiality wins out and, penetrating 

the vapors of the idea, reabsorbs it, we live disillusioned” (143).
167

 “Realistic” art, for 
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 The attainment of moral knowledge is far too large a topic to explore here, but briefly we can say that it 

derives from the conscience (attuned to natural law) and special revelation, and confirmed or despoiled by 

acculturation. 
167

 The same two options are available to painters: “The intention of realism becomes still more obvious in 

painting. Raphael and Michelangelo paint the form of things. The form is always ideal—an image of 

memory or a construction of ours. Velázquez seeks the impression of things. The impression is formless 

and stresses the material—satin, velvet, linen, wood, organic protoplasm—of which things are made” 
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Ortega, will concede victory to the material and attempt to recoup the consequent 

disillusionment by thematizing it. The impossibility of this task means that the survival of 

myth in realistic fiction can only be ironical (137, 139-40). “The myth is always the 

starting point of all poetry, including the realistic, except that in the latter we accompany 

the myth in its descent, in its fall” (144).
168

 Do not miss the bleakness of this 

understanding: “I do not believe that reality can enter into art in any way other than by 

making an active and combative element out of its own inertia and desolation. It cannot 

interest us by itself” (144). Ortega is to be commended for his courage, for he feels the 

desolation, and (as best as he can) pushes through it.
169

 

Maritain’s understanding of realism is very different. He admits that the fine arts, 

which are ordered to beauty, “have a certain relation to imitation,” a relation that is “quite 

difficult to define” (A&S 53). But eventually he distinguishes between two kinds of 

imitation: material imitation and formal imitation. Both are necessary for art, but if we 

recall that form is active and matter is passive, we will know which will be primary. 

Let us see how he does it. He begins by insisting on the freedom of the arts from 

the tyrannies of Ortega’s two categories, the ideal and the material.
170

 Art’s task is 

making, and its end is a well-made thing. Therefore art “does not consist in imitating,” 

and it would be an abuse, indeed the destruction of art, “to make the representation of the 

real its essential end” (A&S 53). Realism is not, therefore simple “representation of the 

real.” With knowledge the case is different, for correspondence between thought and 

reality is the definition of truth; but knowledge is the end of the speculative intellect, not 

the practical intellect. “If art were a means of science, it would be tremendously inferior 

to geometry.” The novelist’s realism cannot be simple material imitation. 

But neither can it be the imitation of the ideal. To see why, we must return to 

beauty, the telos of all the fine arts (A&S 33), including the novel. 

Beauty…is not conformity to a certain ideal and immutable type…. Saint 

Thomas was as far removed from this pseudo-Platonism as he was from 

the idealist bazaar of Winckelmann and David. There is beauty for him the 

moment the shining of any form on a suitably proportioned matter 

succeeds in pleasing the intellect, and he takes care to warn us that beauty 

is in some way relative—relative not to the dispositions of the subject 

[i.e., the beholder], in the sense in which the moderns understand the word 

relative, but to the proper nature and end of the thing, and to the formal 

conditions under which it is taken. …And however beautiful a created 

thing may be, it can appear beautiful to some and not to others, because it 

                                                                                                                                                                             
(145n). Realistic philosophy, like Velázquez, admits that “the inert and harsh object” is “just there, 

confronting us, affirming its mute, terrible materiality” (144). 
168

 By “poetry,” Ortega means long-scale literary production (135, 135n), which can take three forms: myth 

(the creation of heroes), epic (the “full evocation of those beings”), and novel (the representation of “the 

present as such”) (127). For Ortega the “present as such” includes the historical past. The heroes belong not 

to history but to an archaic age that is absolutely separate from human history. “Achilles…is not any 

further from us than from Plato” (Meditations 119). 
169

 See a footnote to the entry on form for Ortega’s materialist conception of the latter. 
170

 Flannery O’Connor follows Maritain precisely on this point about the tyranny of the material when she 

complains about the naturalist fiction (MM 70, though see 41). 
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is beautiful only under certain aspects, which some discern and others do 

not. (A&S 29-30) 

This technical relativity is not available to Ortega, with his ideal/material dichotomy. 

Notice that Maritain has not escaped that dichotomy by some clever via media; here 

larger philosophical commitments are everything. Maritain has recourse to a philosophy 

quite different from Ortega’s, with different definitions for a whole host of terms, 

different fundamental principles, different characteristic procedures. 

But let us resume the argument. 

The imitative arts aim neither at copying the appearances of nature, nor at 

depicting the “ideal,” but at making an object beautiful by manifesting 

a form with the help of sensible signs. (A&S 59, emphasis in original) 

Maritain and Ortega share something in common; the inverted commas indicate 

Maritain’s judgment on a Platonic or pseudo-Platonic aesthetic of realism. Like a good 

Aristotelian, Maritain knows that “forms” are not subsistent realities.
171

 In the 

Aristotelian-Thomistic tradition, the important distinction is not ideal/material, but 

formal/material. The human person, like every other corporeal thing, is amphibious: half 

formal and half material. Given Maritain’s theory of the novel (“human life itself 

moulded in fiction”), we can conclude that realistic novelist cannot neglect either. The 

novelist, a little god, must know both halves of his human persons, must combine them 

into one, and must prevent either from occluding the other, at the same time remembering 

that form is active and matter is passive. Some matter is necessary, and to neglect it is to 

tend toward angelism (A&P 47), the error we saw in the modern Manichees of Waugh’s 

Vile Bodies. But Maritain permits the artist great latitude in his choice of matter, his 

animation and arrangement of the matter. “There is beauty for [Aquinas] the moment the 

shining of any form on a suitably proportioned matter succeeds in pleasing the intellect” 

(A&S 29). 

Let’s put some flesh on these bones. Examples of ideal imitation in Ortega’s 

sense would range from lowbrow to highbrow: a sleazy romance, a fantasy tale, a sci-fi 

adventure, a Homeric epic peopled by demigods and heroes. Ortega’s supreme realistic 

novel (ironical-material imitation) is Don Quixote, where the heroes are deluded and the 

villains are merely cruel neighbors or (at the worst) aristocrats. But Maritain’s realism is 

formal imitation: the artist aiming at beauty (Bernanos’s country priest) or horror 

(Dostoevsky’s Kirillov) must “make a form shine on matter” (A&S 28), must capture “the 

radiance of a form” (A&S 56). To do this requires both poetry (apprehension and 

recreation of substantial form) and knowledge of one particular substantial form, human 

kind (especially moral knowledge). 

Note. Ian Watt’s “formal realism” is quite different from Maritain’s realism as 

“formal imitation”. Watt’s idea is closer to accidental form than substantial form, for he 

refers to the surfaces and price tags in Moll Flanders’s narrative, and the epistolary 

documentation in Pamela. We might also say that “realism” as commonly understood 

means exclusively “material imitation.” 
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 The human soul is a (partial) exception to this rule. The qualification was noted in the example for the 

entry on substantial form. 
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Taste: “The aptitude for perceiving beauty and pronouncing a judgment on it” 

(A&S 165n56). Elsewhere: 

The judgment of taste is something altogether different from the judgment 

of art: it is of the speculative order. Taste relates to the power of 

perception and delight of the one who sees or hears the work; it does not 

by itself concern the operative intellect, and however useful the 

knowledge and frequentation of the things of art and of working reason 

may be to its development, it does not of itself imply the least shadow of 

the artistic habitus itself; it pertains to the powers of contemplation. (A&S 

202n137)
172

 

Criticism: “Drawing its inspiration from philosophical principles—which is 

always good, but dangerous—[criticism] remains on the level of the work and of the 

particular without however being itself operative or making any creative judgment, but 

rather judging from without and after the event” (A&S 223n173). 

A definition of the Catholic novel 

Discussion groups all over the country are debating: “What is the Catholic novel?” Many 

have begun to doubt whether there is such a thing. Well, here they can find it in a 

complete and very beautiful form. 

Waugh, rev. Antonia White, The Lost Traveler, Apr 1950 (EAR 388-90) 

 

After the intellectual pirouettes of the great modern scholastic, the conclusion of 

this chapter must be anti-climactic. Here is my definition of the Catholic novel, which 

leans heavily on Maritain, O’Connor, and J.A. Cuddon. 

All novels tell a story of human life, which the reader experiences 

vicariously, with more or less intimacy depending on the author’s 

technique. In the Catholic novel, this experience is specially marked by 

spiritual drama, though readers unpracticed in or averse to anagogical 

vision may see no more than a social, moral, or psychological dilemma. A 

significant role in the plot is usually assigned to the sacraments, 

sacramentals, or sacramental theology, which are treated seriously if not 

reverently by characters and narrator. 
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 “Taste is not even a habitus of the speculative intellect—it has no necessary and sufficiently fixed object 

on which to take hold. It concerns the sense as much as the intellect, and it concerns the intellect as bound 

up with the exercise of the sense: no universe of knowledge is more complex and more unstable. However 

certain it may be in actual fact, aesthetic taste depends, not on habitus properly so-called, but on habitual 

disposition and cleverness, as does also the taste of the wine taster. And it is always at the mercy of the 

invention—by the artist—of new types of works in which an aspect of beauty appears” (A&S 203). 

Concerning “disposition”: habitus is an “essentially stable disposition” (A&S 10), “stable and permanent 

(difficile mobilis) by very reason of the object which specifies it; it is thus to be distinguished from simple 

disposition, as for example opinion (A&S 11). For more, see A&S 41. 
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Quantitatively, my analysis of Waugh in Chapter 5 and Greene in Chapter 6 is 

mostly a matter of tracing out and considering the implications of references to Victorian 

fiction and culture. In scholastic language, these are material connections. Much more 

difficult to observe, but also more important, are formal connections. Only such formal 

relations justify calling the Victorians the “masters” of Greene and Waugh. Borrowing 

from the Maritain glossary, we might reformulate these two kinds of connection into two 

questions: What accidents are shared between the Victorian and Catholic novelists? But 

more importantly, what binds together their fictions substantially? 
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Chapter 5: Evelyn Waugh 

I still think that the funniest book in the world is Grossmith’s Diary of a Nobody. 

Waugh in the Daily Mail, EAR 85 (28 Jun 1930) 

 

…all the hatred and weariness which the modern megalopolitan sometimes feels towards 

his own civilisation. 

Evelyn Waugh, Labels 12 (1930) 

 

The goal of this chapter is to reveal the role of the Victorian novelists in Waugh’s 

imagination, as evidenced by three of his novels and supplemented with extensive 

reference to his non-fiction (one biography, one travelogue, dozens of essays). Waugh’s 

allusions to the Victorians are sometimes clear. In his review of The Heart of the Matter, 

when Waugh raises the question of whether Major Scobie went to hell, he remarks that 

we do not even ask this question about most fictional villains. His two examples come 

from Victorian fiction: Fagin from Dickens’s Oliver Twist, and Becky Sharp from 

Thackeray’s Vanity Fair (EAR 363). Sometimes the allusions are obscure. In Vile Bodies 

Lottie Crump, the proprietress of the hotel where Adam Fenwick-Symes lives, cannot 

remember his name, so she calls him “Mr What-d’you-call him” (Vile 102) or “Lord 

Thingummy” (43, 84). According to the O.E.D., “thingummy” is the British equivalent of 

“whatchamacallit” in America, a label for an object whose name escapes the speaker’s 

memory (“thingummy, n.”). This is an adequate explanation of the perpetually drunken 

chatelaine. But “Mrs Thingummy” is also the name of Oliver Twist’s first nurse, 

“rendered rather misty by an unwonted allowance of beer” (Oliver 4). Lottie’s 

rechristening of Adam associates him with the foundling. 

Obscure allusions are inherently doubtful. Some similarities may be apparent but 

unreal, purely accidental. Lottie Crump can’t remember anyone’s identity, and she gives 

similar labels to other characters: “Mr What’s-his-name” and “Mr What-d’you call him” 
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(44). An American patron Judge Skimp (49) becomes “Judge What’s-your-name” (45) or 

even “Judge Thingummy” (46, 102).
173

 Ginger, the “bogus” character who literally pays 

Adam for Nina, also becomes “Mr Thingummy” (275). In a brief essay on Rosa Lewis, 

Waugh’s model for Lottie Crump, he writes that she “liked…to confuse names,” and 

once ousted him from her establishment with the name “Lulu Waters-Waugh” (EAR 

619). She had recently quarreled with another customer, Lulu Waters-Welch. 

Still there is something appropriate in the association of Adam with English 

literature’s supremely hapless waif, and even Ginger, another victim of a generally 

deteriorated civilization, merits the allusion. Consider another faint but recognizable echo 

of Dickens in the novel. Ten pages before Adam is rechristened by Lottie he meets with 

his publisher Sam Benfleet, whose surname recalls Fleet Street and the professional 

literary culture (Vile 33ff.). Benfleet’s behavior is awfully reminiscent of Dickens’s 

Grandfather Smallweed, the money lender in Bleak House who always blames his sharp 

dealings on his cutthroat (and wholly imaginary) “friend in the city” (e.g., Bleak 344). 

Both men’s surnames are compound, with a short vowel in the first syllable and a long e 

in the second. When Adam confesses to Benfleet that the port authorities have destroyed 

the only manuscript of the book for which he had received a fifty-pound advance, the 

publisher can only shake his head. “What worries me is how are we going to make that 

sound convincing to old Rampole” (34). Then Waugh’s narrator enters Benfleet’s 

consciousness: 

It was fortunate, he reflected, that none of the authors ever came across the 

senior partner, that benign old gentleman, who once a week drove up to 

board meetings from the country, whose chief interest in the business was 

confined to the progress of a little book of his own about bee-keeping, 

which they published twenty years ago and, though he did not know it, 
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 Skimp does not recall Harold Skimpole, I think. Neither does “old Rampole.” 
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allowed long ago to drop out of print. He often wondered in his uneasy 

moments what he would find to say when Rampole died. (36) 

 

When “old Rampole” eventually dies, Benfleet may well adopt Grandfather Smallweed’s 

strategy of scapegoating a phantom. Whatever their differences in style (“Shake me up, 

Judy!”), the rhetorical use to which the two sharpers put their supposedly severe 

associates is the same: to postpone perpetually their clients’ objections to skinflint 

business practices. In fact Adam will soon be inventing people of his own in his new 

career, enlivening his society columns with imaginary Imogen Quests. 

These friendly allusions to Dickens in Waugh’s most ‘modern’ novel do not 

constitute proof for my thesis, but they suggest familiarity, especially if they are made 

unconsciously. More But allusion is not the sort of evidence I prefer. Formal links 

between two novels of different eras—real dependencies in the modernist on Victorian 

fiction—the presence of characteristically Victorian ‘notes’ or obedience to Victorian 

‘rules’ and conventions of novel writing—would constitute stronger evidence. But what 

rules did Waugh follow in his novels? What, to return to scholastic language, are the 

formal qualities of his fiction?
174

 What are the organizing and animating principles that 

while invisible are nevertheless real, active, and determinative of his subjects? A 

complete answer to this question would require another dissertation, but we can discover 

what is necessary for this project by surveying Waugh’s literary criticism. 
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 The form of human art can only be accidental, not substantial. No human can create a genuinely new 

substance, but we can “imprint an idea in some matter” (A&S 10). See Cornoldi, chapter 3. 
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Evelyn Waugh, Literary Critic 

For all who regard reading a book as an artistic adventure rather than a fireside 

recreation…. 

Waugh in Graphic, 16 Aug 1930 (EAR 94) 

 

I do not think any artist, certainly no writer, can be a genuine Marxist, for a writer’s 

material must be the individual soul (which is the preconception of Christendom)…. 

Waugh in Night and Day, 16 Sep 1937 (EAR 206) 

 

In an essay defending P.G. Wodehouse, Waugh responds to a professonal literary 

critic who recently denied, in print, that Waugh is a critic at all (EAR 508). Waugh’s 

gentle response is to insist that he is a critic of a kind, albeit a humble one: “in my 

uncritical way I thought French Leave a delightful book.” He adds later, “in a civilized 

society everyone is a critic” (EAR 509). Anthony Trollope explicitly laid out the ‘rules of 

fiction’ as he understood them; the twelfth chapter of his autobiography is a discourse on 

the art of writing novels. The student of Evelyn Waugh is not so fortunate. The search for 

Waugh’s ‘rules of fiction’ could begin in several different places, but the most sensible 

(if also arduous) course is to look to his literary criticism and book reviews, and 

inductively formulate his principles. This is only possible if Waugh is consistent; I have 

found him to be so. Waugh’s journalistic output varied over the years but was moderately 

steady, and at times he was prolific. All Waugh scholars are indebted to Donat Gallagher 

for collecting most of the journalism in the 600-plus page Essays, Articles, and Reviews 

of Evelyn Waugh (1983, rev. 1986). Gallagher also catalogs, in an eleven page appendix, 

the pieces omitted from the volume. 

Waugh’s literary judgments can be severe or generous. He is unfailingly sharp 

toward intellectuals, but if he finds good craftsmanship in a novel, he does not fail to 

recommend it, however humble (cf. rev. of Netta Muskett, Middle Mist at EAR 202-4). 
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Even with public intellectuals, ideological difference is not an insuperable barrier to 

appreciation. Of Arthur Calder-Marshall’s A Date with a Duchess (1937), a collection of 

short stories, Waugh writes, “If this is Marxist fiction, I have no quarrel with it” (EAR 

204-5). This is all the more remarkable because several months earlier Waugh had treated 

quite savagely a political book to which Calder-Marshall contributed an essay (EAR 198-

9; see also item listed in appendix, EAR 645). A Date with a Duchess is so good that 

Waugh concludes his review with a half-apology: “a robust discontent…is good for a 

writer, and if that is all that Mr Calder-Marshall meant by his ‘Left’ politics, I am sorry I 

grumbled about them” (EAR 206). 

In what follows I offer a reading of Waugh’s book reviews, both fiction and non-

fiction. Excluded from consideration are his treatments of the aesthetics of painting (a 

lifelong interest) as well as his essays on architecture and drama. Undoubtedly all three of 

these arts share some of the characteristics and conditions of fiction, but on the whole 

they are sufficiently distinct to justify the exclusion. Since these three arts are 

predominantly visual rather than verbal (drama being the closest to fiction) lumping them 

together with the strictly literary criticism might falsify one’s conclusions.
175

 This will 

not be a survey of Waugh’s full aesthetic, but a narrower synopsis of his treatment of 

literary works. 

One wants to know not just Waugh’s evaluation of particular works of literature, 

but how he thinks, how his mind tends to operate upon a book, which elements of fiction 

he sees, which he emphasizes, which he tends to praise, enjoy, regret. To borrow a phrase 
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 Waugh exploited one of these distinctions in praising David Jones’s In Parenthesis (EAR 195-196). 

Jones writes with “a painter’s realism” and “a painter’s communicativeness,” but also an awareness that he 

is a stranger in a strange land: “He knows that he is practicing an unfamiliar art…. As a painter he studies 

his subject for its visual qualities; now he is dealing with words.” 
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from his review of Aldous Huxley’s Ends and Means (1937), one wants to know 

Waugh’s “machinery of thought” (EAR 214; cf. 473). What, for Waugh, are the essentials 

of a well-made book, and especially a good work of fiction? What concepts and 

judgments predominate in his literary criticism? 

This task is hampered not only by its inductive nature, but also by Waugh’s 

various moods as a writer. Acquaintance with his thought requires critical judgment, for 

he is frequently ironic and his thinking and expression change over time. Consider his 

basic stance toward the vocation and act of writing. In adulthood Waugh sometimes 

complained about the difficulty of writing and claimed to have joined the profession 

against his will. “At last, reluctantly, inevitably, the lugubrious morning has dawned; 

[the] day of wrath which I have been postponing week by week for five months. 

…nothing for it but to start writing this book” (92D 377). That was from the first page of 

Ninety-Two Days (1934), a travelogue recounting a trip so miserable and the burden of 

reliving it in memory and prose may have been heavy. Several years later (1937) he 

complained again with lighter humor: 

That is my trouble, an almost fanatical aversion from pens, ink or paper. 

…I was driven to writing because I found it was the only way a lazy and 

ill-educated man could make a decent living. I am not complaining about 

the wages. They always seem to me disproportionately high. What I mind 

so much is the work. (EAR 190) 

 

The evidence from his youth paints a different picture. Consider the Dedicatory 

Letter he attached to an unfinished novel, written shortly before entering Hertford 

College at Oxford: 

To myself, 

Evelyn Arthur St. John Waugh 

to whose sympathy and appreciation 

alone it owes its being, 
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this book is dedicated. 

 

DEDICATORY LETTER, 

 

My dear Evelyn, 

Much has been written and spoken about the lot of the boy with 

literary aspirations in a philistine family; little can adequately convey his 

difficulties, when the surroundings, which he has known from childhood, 

have been entirely literary. 

Many of your relatives and most of your father’s friends are more 

or less directly interested in paper and print. Ever since you first left the 

nursery for meals with your parents downstairs, the conversation, to which 

you were an insatiable listener, has been of books, their writers and 

producers; ever since, as a sleepy but triumphantly emancipate school-

boy, you were allowed to sit up with our elders in the “bookroom” after 

dinner, you have heard little but discussion about books. Your home has 

always been full of them; all new books of any merit, and most of none, 

seem by one way or another to find their place in the files which have long 

overflowed the shelves. Among books your whole life has been layed [sic] 

and you are now rising up in your turn to add one more to the everlasting 

bonfire of the ephemeral. 

And all this will be brought up against you. “Another of these 

precocious Waughs,” they will say, “one more nursery novel.” So be it. 

There is always a certain romance, to the author at least, about a first novel 

which no reviewer can quite shatter. Good luck! You have still high hopes 

and big ambitions and have not yet been crushed by the mill of 

professionalism. Soon perhaps you will join the “wordsmiths” jostling one 

another for royalties and contracts, meanwhile you are still very young. 

Yourself, 

Evelyn (Stories EW 

549-50) 

 

Genuine desire lies behind the ironical bluster, real “high hopes” and “big ambitions.” 

The “mill of professionalism” is not feared but anticipated as an elite’s temptation. 

“Among books your whole life has been layed out”: never an exact speller, Waugh was a 

very literary boy in a very literary family. His brother’s first novel was published at age 

19 (1917, The Loom of Youth). His father worked for Chapman & Hall, the publisher of 

Dickens, Thackeray, and Trollope. Most significant for my thesis is that the adolescent 

Waugh already has the gumption to compare himself to Dickens, the poster-child for 
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English boys “with literary aspirations in a philistine family.”
176

 From the very beginning 

Waugh associates himself with the greatest early-Victorian novelist. Who can judge the 

sincerity of the later autobiographical narratives, in which he claims to have had no early 

hopes for a career in letters? In any case he retained the device of claiming antithesis with 

Dickens. Elsewhere in the autobiographical essay from 1937 he writes, 

Dickens held it against his parents that they tried to force him into a 

blacking factory instead of letting him write. The last firm at which I 

solicited a job was engaged, among other things, in the manufacture of 

blacking. I pleaded desperately. If I wasn’t employed there I should be 

driven to Literature. But the manager was relentless. It was no use my 

thinking of blacking. That was not for the likes of me. I had better make 

up my mind and settle down to the humble rut which fate had ordained for 

me. I must write a book. (EAR 191-192) 

Style and content 

The two fundamental categories with which Evelyn Waugh organizes his 

published literary judgments are style (or form, method, manner) and content (or subject, 

material, and in a certain sense, ideas). These categories are used everywhere in his 

reviews. In the latter half of his career Waugh frequently alludes to the importance of 

style in his own craft (EAR 302; cf. 360-1, 366, 421, 444, 515, 525, 564, 601, 608, 624, 

637). The two categories are of course consonant with the Maritainian scheme developed 

in Chapter 4, all the more since Waugh usually lets his final judgment of a book depend 

on its style or form rather than its content, though this is (appropriately) less true in 

reviews of non-fiction. 

But we see these two categories operating early in his career, as well. In 1923, 

toward the end of his first year at Hertford, he wrote an anonymous review of his 
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 For more on what the young Waugh meant by “the mill of professionalism,” see the subsequent item in 

the juvenilia, titled “Essay,” a narrative about a painter who abandoned his futurist ideals for easy living 

and membership in the Academy (Stories EW 563-566). For a late reference to a similar theme (“the 

conflict of an aesthetic son with a philistine father”), see EAR 569. 
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brother’s latest and sixth book, Myself When Young (EAR 13-14). He says little about the 

book’s content, dwelling briefly on its “quite surprisingly interesting” treatment of sport. 

Like music, athletics is a part of human life that Waugh never appreciated (cf. “The 

National Game,” Stories EW 604-607). He mentions that the book contains “a great deal 

of literary criticism” and several stories “scattered about it,” but records none of the 

opinions and describes none of the stories. Waugh has very little to say about the matter 

of Myself When Young, focusing on his brother’s manner of reaching and expressing his 

literary opinions. In other words, Waugh goes straight to the form of the book, to its 

“operating” and “active” principle. His language in doing so is worth singling out. 

Mr Waugh’s opinions are those of the professional writer accustomed to 

the chatter of literary parties rather than of the aesthetician, but they are 

none the less valuable and far more entertaining for this; he regards 

writing essentially as a trade, but as a noble trade; he is shrewd and sincere 

in his judgments of fellow tradesmen. (EAR 14) 

 

As in the letter prefixed to the unfinished novel, “professionalism” is not idealized 

(contrast aesthetics); but now it is a party rather than a “crushing mill.” The passage 

contains several key ingredients of Waugh’s mature criticism: the notion that the “noble 

tradesman” is more “entertaining” than the disinterested theorist of beauty and form, the 

pleasure of reading, and the distinction between the artisan and the artist. Like Maritain, 

Waugh is refreshingly positive about craft, about well-made work. 

Waugh’s positive reviews frequently assign more weight to style than to content. 

For brevity’s sake I will quote five early reviews (all preceding his conversion). He 

regularly praises an author’s “technique,” “style,” “manner,” or “method”: 

Mr Housman’s manner is delicate, humorous and tolerant. (EAR 41) 

 

The importance of Firbank…lies in his literary method. (EAR 57) 
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Technically, Living is without exception the most interesting book I have 

read. …very much the same technical apparatus at work as in many of Mr 

T.S. Eliot’s poems—particularly the narrative passages of The Waste 

Land. (EAR 81, 82) 

 

[Priestley’s The Good Companions owed its success] simply to its own 

outstanding qualities of technical precision and felicity, and the humour 

and humanity of its mood. (EAR 91) 

 

The whole of this part [the third section of Wyndham Lewis’s Satire and 

Fiction] is immensely interesting, particularly the observations about the 

‘Outside and Inside’ method of fiction. (EAR 102) 

 

Of course the matter of a book—in non-fiction, ideas; in fiction, experience—is 

important to Waugh, and he regrets good matter poorly formed as a lost opportunity. In 

an essay in praise of the diary as a literary form he writes, “Amateurs will embark on 

dramas in blank verse, epics, sex novels, historical romances, treatises on philosophy and 

heaven knows what. Why won’t they keep diaries? There is no one in the country whose 

life, properly recorded, would not make a thrilling book” (EAR 85, emphasis added). Not 

all literary forms are equally valuable, and within each form, some works are superior to 

others. Concerning some of his fashionable contemporaries, Waugh writes that while 

they “ardently long to be artistic…all the arts have withdrawn themselves far beyond 

their comprehension” (EAR 124). Thus they revere Wilde, who excelled at an inferior art: 

“How they have hungered for a time when a reputation for wit might be achieved through 

paradox and epigram—those monkey-tricks of the intellect.” 

The same pattern—a basic elevation of form over matter—is evident in Waugh’s 

negative judgments. I again cite early essays. 

[Ethel Mannin] simply shows a drab and boring mind and however gay the 

incidents of her life, however intense and various her experience, however 

exalted the people she contrived to claim acquaintance with, she is bound 

to make drab and boring books…. (EAR 89) 
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[Graham Greene] has a real sense of the importance of plot and the 

structure of narrative. …At present, however, I find many features of his 

style a little repugnant. It is all metaphor and simile….  (EAR 101) 

 

It is very difficult to believe that this book is the work of a mature and 

respected writer. The phrases are involved and slovenly, the metaphors 

mixed, the sentences in gross defiance of analysis. (EAR 141) 

 

Another review anatomizes a book on the Rossettis according to three topics: “general 

culture,” “style,” and “honesty.” It fails on all three counts in the first chapter (EAR 142-

143). The third term, referring to the author’s use of evidence and source material, is 

appropriate in this case because Waugh knows the subject well enough to judge. (See 

below for my analysis of his first published book, on Dante Rossetti.) 

The closest thing Waugh wrote to a treatise on style is the essay “Literary Style in 

England and America” (EAR 477ff.).
177

 In this essay we read that “properly understood 

style is not a seductive decoration added to a functional structure; it is of the essence of a 

work of art” (478). Style determines whether or not a text is “literature,” which he defines 

as “the right use of language irrespective of the subject or reason of the utterance.” Thus 

“a political speech may be, and sometimes is, literature; a sonnet to the moon may be, 

and often is, trash.” Again, “style is what distinguishes literature from trash.” The “right 

use of language” seems to mean both ‘grammatically correct’ and ‘suited to the 

situation.’ Logan Pearsall Smith has a “splendid” style; D.H. Lawrence “wrote 

squalidly”; James Joyce “was…possessed by style” and sacrificed his chance to 

communicate with most of us. Hemingway “is lucid and individual and euphonious”; 

Faulkner “has individuality but nothing else,” though Waugh admits that an Englishman 

may be unable to appreciate “American diction.” 
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 See also the final section of the essay on sloth (EAR 575-6). 
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Waugh also names three “elements of style” that help a work to endure with “the 

nearest approximation to permanence in the fugitive art of letters.” These three elements 

are lucidity, elegance, and individuality. Lucidity does not mean “universally intelligible” 

or “simple,” but a lucid statement cannot “be read as meaning anything other than what it 

intends.” Elegance “is the quality in a work of art which imparts direct pleasure.” It is a 

quality of writers who recognize that “no two words are identical in meaning, sound and 

connotation” (479). Individuality is “the hand-writing” or “tone of voice” of an artist. If a 

writer possesses all three of these formal qualities his writing will last, whatever the 

quality of his content. Voltaire, Gibbon, and Lytton Strachey are poor guides to their 

subjects, but they remain unforgettable “because of their sharp, polished form” and the 

“sensual pleasure” they offer to the reader. 

Waugh does not suppose style and content can normally or easily be separated 

and ranged side by side in the course of reading; only (as Maritain would say) reflection 

can do so. During the act of reading style and content are inextricable, and in good 

writing, the style suits both content and context. Reviewing Cyril Connolly’s Enemies of 

Promise, Waugh insists “the style is the whole” (EAR 239). The occasion for this remark 

is a bad metaphor from Connolly. “On page nine he recommends the habit of examining 

isolated passages [in a book], as a wine taster judges a vintage by rinsing a spoonful 

round his mouth; thus, says Mr Connolly, the style may be separated from the impure 

considerations of subject matter.” The blunder is obvious: the analogy between wine and 

a book is weak. Waugh exploits it to full effect: “Wine is a homogenous substance: a 

spoonful and a Jeraboam have identical properties,” but “writing is an art which exists in 

a time sequence; each sentence and each page is dependent on its precursors and 
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successors; a sentence which he admires may owe its significance to another fifty pages 

distant.” 

Who are Waugh’s paragons in style? He mentions several in “Literary Style in 

England and America,” but if we take the essays, articles, and reviews as a whole, he 

recurs to the names of three contemporaries: Max Beerbohm (EAR 197, 515, 630; in 

passing, 347, 355, 479, 559, 598, 611, 612, 624), Ronald Knox (EAR 431, 564, 608; in 

passing, 253, 306-7, 347, 355, 479), and P.G. Wodehouse (EAR 252, 507, 561; in 

passing, 253, 306-7, 553). These references come late in Waugh’s career, after style had 

become more important to him.
178

 

To sum up, we can identify two basic categories in Waugh’s thinking about books 

and stories: content or material on the one hand, and the more important style, method, 

technique, manner, or form on the other. The incidents of a story are part of its content; 

the plot or arrangement of the incidents is formal. A travelogue written by an author with 

less facility in plot than Greene is described as having “chosen a method of narration 

which makes it painful to follow her movements.” In one chapter she visits the pyramids, 

and in the subsequent chapter she first arrives in Egypt (EAR 175). This book is almost a 

total wash, for (as with the book on the Rossettis) its subject is one in which Waugh has 

some expertise: life in Abyssinia (174-176). He condemns the author’s judgment, 

credulity, and disarranged narrative. In this case both matter and form are bad. The book 

is titled White, Brown and Black, and he called the review “White Trash.”
179
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 On the personal importance of style to Waugh’s aesthetic program, see EAR 302 and the final paragraph 

of “Literary Style” at EAR 481. 
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 Cf. the similar case of “A ‘Times’ Correspondent” (EAR 188-189). 
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Architectural prose 

Before leaving Waugh’s review of Enemies of Promise we should mention a third 

fundamental category of analysis, discussed in various essays but first and clearest here. 

Style and content are part of the artwork, but this third category is part of the artist. 

Waugh distinguishes between the “writer” and the “cultured man who can write” (EAR 

238) by the presence in the intellect of the former of a certain “architectural” quality, “an 

added energy and breadth of vision which enables him to conceive and complete a 

structure” (238; cf. 281, 323, 370, 564-5 and 569, 566). “Creative” is a roughly parallel 

but “invidious” term (238), presumably because it is less precise, less “lucid” in Waugh’s 

sense. Enemies of Promise lacks this element of completion, for “it consists of the 

secondary stages of three separate books, an autobiography, an essay” and “a kind of 

Rogues Handbook” for the “aspiring author.” Waugh makes nearly the same judgment on 

Connolly’s later work The Unquiet Grave, which has “a factitious unity” (281). 

Fundamentals of fiction and the novel 

Style, content, and an “architectural” intellect can be applied to all written works, 

fiction and non-fiction. Fundamental to fiction is imagination (EAR 462, 507, 567, 567, 

631, 633). Waugh deems Edward Lear a noteworthy painter of realistic landscape, but a 

“complete…artist in his imaginative work” (231). This remark was published in May 

1938; a year and a half later Waugh describes Lewis Carroll as “one of the great 

imaginative writers of the language” (261), and possessing “one of the most fantastic 

imaginations of the century” (260). These two Victorians happen to be nonsense poets 

and authors of children’s literature, but Waugh assigned an essential important role to 
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imagination in the production of all kinds of fiction. In an important essay published in 

Life on 8 April 1946, Waugh writes, 

Do not ask yourself, when you read a story, “Is this the behaviour 

common to such and such an age group, income group, psychologically 

conditioned group?” but, “Why did these particular people behave in this 

particular way?” Otherwise you are wasting your time in reading works of 

imagination at all. (“Fan-Fare” 302) 

 

The Preface to Helena (1950), Waugh’s most underrated novel, also emphasizes 

imagination: “This is a novel. The novelist deals with experiences which excite his 

imagination.” But it is a reader’s imagination: “In this case the experience was my 

desultory reading in History and Archaeology.” 

The hundreds of pages of reviews also reveal Waugh’s specific understanding of 

the novel as one kind of fiction. The “two essentials” of a novel are story and character 

(EAR 195). Waugh’s understanding of story is not distinctive (cf. 101, 244, 362, 548, 

578) and can be summed up in Chesterton’s pithy phrase: a good story is “odd, exciting, 

and has a climax” (Heretics, Chapter 11). Story must not be confused with plot (EAR 

363). A deficiency in story-telling is not remedied easily, for “there is no technical trick 

about good story-telling. All depends on the natural qualities of a narrator’s mind, 

whether or not he sees events in a necessary sequence” (362). This “necessary sequence” 

does not refer to causation, or plot in E.M. Forster’s sense. It is related instead to that 

architectural quality of mind. Given these people an this or that event, what must happen 

next to build up the whole structure? 

Waugh’s approach to character is more peculiar and relatively complicated. In the 

same essay in which he the “two essentials” of a novel, Waugh contrasts the novel with 

epic poetry in a way familiar to readers of José Ortega y Gasset and Georg Lukács: the 
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epic “presents” a “complete human destiny” (EAR 195). Waugh’s task in this review is 

difficult: to describe and evaluate David Jones’s strange book, In Parenthesis. Waugh 

begins by asking what exactly this book is. He cycles through several possible answers. Is 

it a novel? No, for it lacks story and character. Is it an epic, as the publishers claim? No, 

for it lacks the “complete human destiny.” Waugh settles on a phrase: it is “a piece of 

reporting interrupted by choruses.” In September 1937, just two months after publishing 

the essay on Jones, Waugh rethinks the role of characters in a novel. He is reviewing the 

stories of Arthur Calder-Marshall which he so admired; perhaps the new formula owes its 

genesis to the consideration of a talented ideological opponent. The fiction writer’s 

“material must be the individual soul (which is a preconception of Christendom)” (206). 

He concludes that Calder-Marshall is not a Marxist but an anarchist. The anarchist is 

naturally more fluid in his thought than the “genuine Marxist,” for he does not confine 

himself to the hard abstractions of class, “and even in classes abhors variety.” Waugh 

found it impossible to refer to literary criticism in the 1930s without referring to literary 

communism. 

None of Waugh’s creations before 1937 has an “individual soul.” Paul 

Pennyfeather (Decline and Fall) and Adam Fenwick-Symes (Vile Bodies) suffer from 

bad company and an unhealthy civilization, but only once in these first two novels is it 

suggested that these characters have a moral and spiritual existence that cannot be 

reduced to external actions or measured accurately with mundane values (Vile 183-4). In 

Black Mischief we are no more concerned for the soul of Basil Seal than we are for Fagin 

and Becky Sharp. Unlike Pennyfeather and Symes, Seal is corrupt, but even though he 

steals his mother’s jewelry, helps to ruin the newly independent country of Azania, and 



203 

 

(accidentally) eats his girlfriend in a native stew, he is not in danger of hellfire. Even the 

torments of Tony Last will end with a return to dust. In other words, in September 1937 

Waugh lays down a rule that he had not yet learned to follow. He will attempt characters 

with souls in the next novel but one (Work Suspended, written 1939, published 1942), 

abandoned with the outbreak of the war. Not until Brideshead Revisited (1945) will he 

succeed, with Charles Ryder, the Flytes, and (arguably) Anthony Blanche.
180

 As late as 

1962 Waugh is aware of the relative nature of his distinction between kinds of character: 

“All fictional characters are flat. A writer can give an illusion of depth by giving an 

apparently stereoscopic view of a character—seeing him from two vantage points; all a 

writer can do is give more or less information about a character, not information of a 

different order” (Jebb). Is the aging author disappointed in his life’s work? By 1962 he 

had published his last novel; only “Basil Seal Rides Again, or The Rake’s Regress” 

(1963) remained. As the subtitle suggests, it is a return to Waugh’s earlier mode. None of 

the characters has a soul. 

The 1937 remark is made in passing, at the end of a review. In “Fan-Fare,” 

published nine years and several novels later, Waugh develops the idea at length. In fact 

in this essay he announces two shifts in his approach to the novel. One of these is the 

“preoccupation with style” discussed earlier; the other is what might be called, with 

reference to the David Jones review, the “epicisation” of the novel. Henceforth he will 

follow the 1937 rule. His novels will try to do justice to “the individual soul,” that 

“preconception of Christendom.” As he now expresses it, Waugh will “attempt to 

represent man more fully, which, to me, means only one thing, man in his relation to 

God” (302). This essay was written on the strength of Brideshead’s popularity in 
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 Ambrose Silk in Put Out More Flags (1942) is a study for Blanche, and shows progress in this direction. 



204 

 

America. The strong sales of this explicitly Catholic novel probably led Life Magazine to 

solicit it. Near the end of the essay Waugh distinguishes between his earlier and later 

novels. A Handful of Dust (1934), which he considered his best novel before Brideshead, 

was “humanist,” “deal[ing] entirely with behaviour” (304). The full representation of 

man must include his spiritual dimension, which may or may not translate into behavior 

but certainly exceeds it. Perhaps this ideal explains why the Catholic novelist turns to the 

sacraments in his plot, for they provide access to that spiritual dimension, to Flannery 

O’Connor’s “eternal and absolute” country. In fact one might say that the sacraments are 

one clear example of the through in O’Connor’s “on, through, and under” formula. 

The reader of Maritain delights at the consonance between novelist and 

philosopher; this new ideal of character is very close to the neo-Thomist’s understanding 

of the novel. Admittedly Waugh’s conception of representation is not as sophisticated as 

Maritain’s. The philosopher insists on a formal interpretation of mimesis, but Waugh’s 

conception of representation involves both formal and material imitation. (See also the 

discussion of realism below). However, both Catholics see the novel as a vehicle for 

moral knowledge of the human person: “human life itself to be moulded in fiction, as 

providential Art moulds human life in reality” (A&S 221). 

One crucial feature of this new conception of character is that Waugh continues to 

admire the incomplete or less full sort of character, those abstractions of the human 

person. 

[Edmund Wilson] was outraged (quite legitimately by his standards) at 

finding God introduced into my story. I believe that you can only leave 

God out by making your characters pure abstractions. Countless admirable 

writers, perhaps some of the best in the world, succeed in this. Henry 

James was the last of them. The failure of modern novelists since and 

including James Joyce is one of presumption and exorbitance. They are 
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not content with the artificial figures which hitherto passed so gracefully 

as men and women. They try to represent the whole human mind and soul 

and yet omits its determining character—that of being God’s creature with 

a defined purpose. (“Fan-Fare” 302) 

 

Waugh’s judgments concerning James and Joyce, though interesting, are not the main 

point; we can dispute them if we like; what matters is the principle that Waugh is 

applying, not its present application. Waugh values the novelists of the preceding century 

over the innovators of the Great War era precisely because the earlier writers consciously 

limited themselves to abstractions or incomplete human beings. James concludes a 

tradition in the history of the novel, an era in which writers were willing to exclude the 

most important elements of human life for the sake of their art; and in doing so they 

produced great works of art. Some of their successors, such as Joyce, have dug deeper, 

but neglected or refused to see what must be the “determining” element of a person: 

creaturehood, the fundamental reality of “man in his relation to God.” Midway through 

his career Waugh declares an intention to depart from the Victorians by digging deep, but 

depart from the modernists by keeping his eyes open—by practicing anagogical vision. 

This new intention regulates the protagonists in Waugh’s Catholic novels, and as we 

might expect, it shows up in his post-1937 reviews of fiction. In the following list, notice 

the prevalence of Greene, whose Catholic novels mine the same territory: EAR 255 (on 

Grossmith’s Diary of a Nobody), 361 (on Greene’s The Heart of the Matter), 389 (on 

Antonia White’s The Lost Traveler), 404 (on Greene’s The End of the Affair), 422-3 (on 

Angus Wilson’s Hemlock and After), 472 (on Aldous Huxley’s Antic Hay), 512 (on 

Compton Mackenzie’s Thin Ice), 550 (on the differences between the characters of 

Greene and Anthony Powell), 574-5 (on Greene’s A Burnt-Out Case). In each of these 
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books Waugh finds at least some characters that are ‘full representations’ of the human 

person. 

But even in his own work Waugh is not ready to abandon abstractions. Not all of 

the novels published after “Fan-Fare” are “Catholic novels,” and even in the Catholic 

novels not all of the characters have souls. If Waugh had decided that abstract characters 

had no place in fiction, he would have lost not only the Victorians, but one of his 

contemporary heroes. P.G. Wodehouse’s novels show the potential value of well-crafted 

abstractions: 

I am confident that Mr Wodehouse’s characters will live. It is the half-real 

characters of the ordinary popular novelist who disappear. Literary 

characters may survive either through being so real and round that they are 

true of any age and race, or through being so stylized that they carry their 

own world with them. Of the first group is the Pooter family [in Diary of a 

Nobody], whose physical circumstances now correspond to those of no 

existing class; of the second are Mr Wodehouse’s characters. They live in 

their own universe like the characters of a fairy story. …Mr Wodehouse’s 

characters are purely and essentially literary characters. We do not 

concern ourselves with the economic implications of their position; ware 

not quite sceptical of their astonishing celibacy. We do not expect them to 

grow any older, like the Three Musketeers or the Forsytes. (EAR 254-5, 

June 1939, emphasis in original) 

 

No one wonders whether Fagin and Becky Sharp go to hell, and no one wonders whether 

Jeeves and Wooster go to heaven; in fact, says Waugh, the wise reader of Wodehouse 

will not even wonder whether they are troubled by the world wars. They are so unreal, so 

“purely and essentially literary,” that the question just does not naturally arise. In a radio 

broadcast two decades later (July 1961), Waugh revisits the point: Wodehouse’s 

characters are unreal because for them “there has been no Fall of Man; no ‘aboriginal 

calamity’” (567, quoting Newman). “The chef Anatole prepares the ambrosia of the 

immortals on high Olympus” (567-8). 
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Once we understand these points we have a firm grasp on Waugh’s mature 

conception of character and can rightly understand other, brief remarks made throughout 

the essays: 

On Malcolm Muggeridge’s In the Valley of This Restless Mind, 

Three other major characters move through the types which throng the 

book. (233) 

 

On Saki’s The Unbearable Bassington, 

With the single exception of Lady Caroline Benaresq, who is a 

Meredithian abstraction, a mere vehicle for the tart comments normally 

left unspoken, Francesca knows no one but bores. (324) 

 

One final, significant note on the role of character in Waugh’s aesthetic. In the 

Paris Review interview (conducted April 1962, published 1963), Waugh objects that 

Julian Jebb’s questions 

are dealing too much with the creation of character and not enough with 

the technique of writing. I regard writing not as investigation of character, 

but as an exercise in the use of language, and with this I am obsessed. I 

have no technical psychological interest. It is drama, speech, and events 

that interest me. 

 

I take this to be relative, a matter of emphasis. Style rather than characterization is the 

heart of Waugh’s mature literary aesthetic, his genuine “obsession.” Of the two changes 

to his future work announced in “Fan-Fare,” one eventually became more important. 

Style carried the day. 

Other elements of fiction 

Waugh uses a host of other terms common to all literary criticism. Because he 

attaches to them their typical meanings, elaboration would be tedious, but citations 

should indicate their relative importance to Waugh: he refers to the description of a scene 

(328, 363, 525); the plot, or ordering of incidents (361, 363, 389, 421, 526, 620); the 
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narrative, or mode of telling the story (175, 362, 374, 404, 510). Narrative has two 

“essentials” (328): dialogue (205, 230, 525, 526, 531, 571, 624) and action (248, 526). 

Clearly (and in accordance with my analysis in Chapter 1) dialogue is more interesting to 

Waugh. Theme, meaning an idea to be fleshed out and explored in experience, is also a 

favorite term (330, 365, 447, 471, 473, 515, 518, 525, 529, 532, 549, 554-5, 569, 620). 

There are also the temper or mood of an author or book (201, 210, 234, 261, 392, 421, 

461), and the author’s powers of observation (229, 303, 355, 389, 602, 631). Conceits, 

meaning literary devices, is used once (548); rhetoric, which is not clearly defined (a 

lapse in lucidity), is used twice (82, 572).
181

 Waugh’s use of these terms is not 

remarkable in itself; unlike character, he has no special definition in mind, and does not 

discuss them. But the fact that he uses them reveals the conscientious craftsman’s interest 

in the work of other members of the guild. 

One final category of literary analysis merits special attention in this study: 

realism (620-1, 623). This is necessary not because Waugh applies it with any unique 

meaning, but because we spent so much time on the topic in Chapters 3 and 4. On the two 

occasions when he uses this slippery concept, it bears the customary sense of material 

realism; as with the allied word representation, Waugh does not make Maritain’s nice 

distinctions. On the other hand the paltry number of citations indicates that it is not one of 

his favorite terms. The word itself appears in one essay, in a quotation; the concept 

reappears in another essay with a different context. Both essays were published in 1964, 

two years before his death. In the first, an Introduction for a rerelease of The Man of 

Property, Waugh borrows an observation from a letter to Galsworthy: “I believe you 
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 The first citation is actually “Dickensian rhetoric.” I offer an interpretation of this term in my discussion 

of Put Out More Flags below. 
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have a queer poetical method which simulates realism in order to attain beauty” (620). 

Waugh endorses this as “a profound criticism” and paraphrases it to mean the novel 

“does not ring true.” There is something false in plot and characterization—not just an 

abstraction or incompleteness but a real error, something false. It is this paraphrase that 

recurs in the next essay, a review of two books on Rudyard Kipling. An anecdote retailed 

by Arnold Bennett—that the poet betrayed some acquaintances in an unfriendly 

fashion—“does not ring true.” It is of doubtful origin and seems incompatible with 

Kipling’s character. 

Conclusion 

In the endeavor to know the mind of an author, and especially how that mind 

tends to perform literary criticism, one must sometimes be contented with an 

idiosyncratic method and uncertain results. My method has been to scour Waugh’s 

critical essays and book reviews in search of keywords and verbal-conceptual 

correspondences. Waugh did not write a textbook on literary criticism, and his 

vocabulary altered over time, but a definite pattern can be traced. He was basically if not 

absolutely consistent in his approach, with the exception of the new take on character. 

This theory of abstract and fully human characters is the outstanding element of 

Waugh’s literary criticism (and beginning with Brideshead, of the major novels). He does 

not apply it to every work he evaluates; it is not definitive, like a signature; but this 

category more than any other in his critical arsenal is innovative and represents a fusion 

of his religion and his vocation as a writer. In the Catholic novels he tried to create 

characters who stand in a creaturely relation to God, or who, in less theological language, 

have a spiritual existence. But crucially for my thesis, not every character from these 
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novels can be described in this way. In the Paris Review interview he tells Julian Jebb, 

“There are the protagonists and there are characters who are furniture. One gives only 

one aspect of the furniture.” Some of the post-Brideshead novels are pure furniture. This 

may be because in these works he is interested only in satire: “Scott-King’s Modern 

Europe” (1947), The Loved One (1948), and Love Among the Ruins (1953) do not pretend 

to give us complete human beings, but larks. Even in the more sober and explicitly 

Catholic novels not all the characters have souls. The Flytes, Ryder, and Blanche in 

Brideshead Revisited, Guy and Virginia Crouchback in the Sword of Honor trilogy, 

Emperor Constantine and his mother in Helena, and the pitiable hero (a stand-in for 

Waugh) in The Ordeal of Gilbert Pinfold are marked by divine intention, human 

creatures with souls to be lost or won. But the same cannot be said of Boy Mulcaster, Rex 

Mottram, and Mr Samgrass (Brideshead), Old King Coel and Calpurnia (Helena), 

Apthorpe, Ben Ritchie-Hook, and Ludovic (Sword), Reggie Graves-Upton and Mrs 

Scarfield (Pinfold). These too are larks. 

It is to the purely comic novels and the incomplete characters that we must look 

for formal connections with the Victorians. The reason the Catholic novelist can make so 

much use of his Victorian predecessors is that the Catholic novels are not “Catholic” all 

the time. The style is the whole, but the conditions of fiction demand departures from the 

central theme. Analogously, 

I am not the least worried about the charge of using clichés. I think to be 

oversensitive about clichés is like being oversensitive about table manners. 

It comes from keeping second-date company. Professional reviewers read 

so many bad books in the course of duty that they get an unhealthy craving 

for arresting phrases. There are many occasions in writing when one needs 

an unobtrusive background to action, when the landscape must become 

conventionalized if the foreground is to have the right prominence. I do 

not believe that a serious writer has ever been shy of an expression 
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because it has been used before. It is the writer of advertisements who is 

always straining to find bizarre epithets for commonplace objects. (“Fan-

Fare” 304, emphasis in original) 

 

As long as he is writing dialogue Waugh can be funny, whether the speakers are 

protagonists or furniture and whether or not the topic is serious. But much of Waugh’s 

comedy, even in the Catholic novels, is achieved through plot: Boy, Charles and 

Sebastian fuddling about the Old Hundredth, or Ben Ritchie-Hook sneaking away from 

the ship to decapitate a Vichy colonial soldier. Souls are not at stake in these moments. 

Waugh thought most or all Victorian novels were populated by abstractions. Most 

of the characters discussed below are abstractions, as well. But these discussions will 

come in the context of plentiful material connections to the Victorians, such as allusions 

and rhetorical imitation. Practically, this means that I do not examine the Catholic novels. 

I detect little Victorian influence on Brideshead, Helena, Pinfold, and Sword of Honor. 

But we must rethink A Handful of Dust, with its grotesque conclusion at Dickens’s 

expense, for the situation is more complicated than it seems; and Put Out More Flags, 

which extends the Dickensian allusions in Vile Bodies; and Love Among the Ruins, whose 

title is taken directly from Robert Browning. 

Before all of this we will profit from a reading of Rossetti. Waugh’s first 

published book was a study of a major Victorian painter and poet, and provides a natural 

opportunity to consider Waugh’s judgment of the Victorians relative to modernity, and 

how a basic preference for the former relates to his pre-conversion attitude toward the 

Roman Catholic Church. 

 



212 

 

Rossetti: Biography as autobiography 

The director of the firm agreed to pay me fifty pounds for a brief life of Rossetti. I was 

delighted, as fifty pounds was quite a lot then. I dashed off and dashed it off. The result 

was hurried and bad. I haven't let them reprint it again. 

Waugh, interviewed in April 1962 (Jebb) 

 

Rossetti: His Life and Work (1928) is a paradoxical artifact, a Bright Young 

Person’s centenary study of a mid-Victorian artist.
182

 It might seem a simple error of 

biography to draw attention to the stray references to the Catholic Church in Waugh’s 

first published book. He did not seek reception into the Church until several years later, 

after the breakdown of his marriage and the publication of Vile Bodies (1930). Yet in this 

work we already detect hints of Waugh’s Catholic sympathies, as well as his opposition 

to modernity, under the guise of a not uncritical celebration of a major Victorian painter. 

The problem of Waugh’s religion 

Diverse accounts of Evelyn Waugh’s conversion to Catholicism have been 

offered over the years. Since it followed hard upon his devastating divorce from Evelyn 

Gardner—the two events were about a year apart—some think the conversion spurious, 

motivated by psychological trauma rather than faith and reason. According to this 

account, rather than an authentic religious conviction it was the need to escape despair 

that drove Waugh into the Catholic Church. This judgment has a respectable pedigree. In 

his “multibiography” The Brideshead Generation (1989), Humphrey Carpenter describes 

Waugh’s conversion as doubly suspect. First he claims that Waugh had “all 

along…retained his Christian beliefs from childhood” (223). The conversion was actually 

a flowering or intensification of something always latent. Then Carpenter suggests that 
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whom I was a member rather on the fringe than in the center…” (Preface to 1964 edition of Vile). 
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Waugh turned to Rome in particular because he craved an uncompromising theology of 

marriage that would protect him from the folly of marrying again, should he ever feel so 

inclined (225-6). Waugh was so crushed by his first marriage that in desperation he 

joined the ranks of the perennially single, becoming a sort of de facto “eunuch for the 

kingdom.” Carpenter concludes, “Waugh made the decision to join the Church at a time 

when he was desperately short of sleep, not infrequently drunk, and trying to fend off 

acute boredom, itself a symptom of deep depression” (226). 

In addition to the doubtfully optimistic assumption that depression is always 

irrational, Carpenter’s reading is weak because it seems driven by an ideological rejection 

of faith, a position that must treat Waugh as deceived and self-deceiving. Carpenter is not 

far from George Orwell’s absolutist judgment of Brideshead Revisited: “one cannot 

really be Catholic & grown-up” (“For Article” 48). 

Others have defended the rationality of Waugh’s conversion, beginning with 

Waugh himself. A few weeks after his reception into the Church he published a 

straightforward statement describing the reasonableness of his decision. After taking 

religious instruction from a few Jesuits, he “decide[d] for himself [that] it [was] true” 

(EAR 103). Similarly in a 1949 essay Waugh described his “firm intellectual conviction” 

of the truth of Catholicism (EAR 368). His instructor Fr. Martin D’Arcy testified of his 

pupil, “I have never myself met a convert who so strongly based his assents on truth. 

…Hard clear thinking had with the help of grace given him the answer for which he had 

been searching” (Evelyn Waugh and His World 64). Waugh’s friend and official 

biographer Christopher Sykes interpreted this “remarkable lack of emotion” as a sign of 

mental health and an admirably sustained “rational approach to the faith” (153). Martin 



214 

 

Stannard concurs. Admitting that Waugh’s initial attraction to the faith was largely a 

matter of what Waugh called “the spectacle of the priest as craftsman,” Stannard affirms 

that his “act of faith” in 1930 both reflected and caused genuine change in Waugh’s life 

and art (1:231). His conversion certainly did not entail the “desert[ion]” of “logical 

analysis.” This notion of the “priest as craftsman” is one solid piece of evidence for the 

theorists of a nationalist Catholic literary renaissance, for it probably derived from G.K. 

Chesterton, the controversialist and lively logician whose influence over generations of 

English and American converts has been demonstrated by Patrick Allitt and Joseph 

Pearce. Consider one of Chesterton’s remarks about priests: “I am very proud of what 

people call priestcraft; since even that accidental term of abuse preserves the medieval 

truth that a priest like every other man, ought to be a craftsman” (qtd. in Allitt 163).
183

 

Waugh’s biography and critical appraisal of Dante Gabriel Rossetti, published by 

Duckworth in 1928, adds interesting evidence to the debate. Rossetti’s life bears a 

number of curious resemblances to Waugh’s. Both were fringe members of the aesthetic 

movements of their day, both collected nineteenth-century bric-a-brac, developed 

persecution mania, became severe alcoholics and chloral addicts near the end of life, and 

died on Easter Sunday (Rossetti in 1882, Waugh in 1966). Of course these are mere 

inadvertences of history. Sykes is right to call Waugh’s description of Rossetti’s 

insomnia and chloral dependency “sadly prophetic” (124). The most important parallel, 

while less dramatic than the accidents of history, is suggested by Stannard’s emphasis on 

craftsmanship. It calls for further comment, especially in the context of a dissertation on 
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“ecumenical craft”: like the craftsman-priest, Waugh and Rossetti were artisans, artists 

with a sense of vocation. 

The publication and reception of Rossetti 

Waugh’s interest in Rossetti first took shape in an essay titled “PRB” published 

privately in 1926 (Sykes 112). On the strength of this essay, Duckworth (probably 

influenced by its young employee Anthony Powell, one of Waugh’s friends) 

commissioned a biography for the centennial of Rossetti’s birth. 

The book contains flashes of the great comic novelist to come. In the first line 

Waugh remarks that there is something “capricious” in calling “books about the dead” 

biographies (4).
184

 Charles Faulkner was a member of the “Pembroke set” that formed 

around William Morris and Edward Burne-Jones at Oxford in the 1850s and a future 

partner in Morris & Co. Waugh cuttingly relates that although Faulkner was “a 

mathematician and scientist of incisive intellect,” he “did something to balance the strong 

theological bias” of the Pre-Raphaelites, for “he had been ploughed in Divinity for 

including Isaiah among the twelve apostles” (100). 

Nevertheless the book has serious faults. Waugh relies far too heavily on 

quotation, sometimes borrowing from a letter or other primary document for three or four 

pages. He admits in the middle of the book that parts of the book are disorganized (129). 

Reviews in the literary papers were mixed.
185

 In The New Statesman, Peter Quennell 

complained that “we could have been spared Mr Waugh’s lengthy analysis of Rossetti’s 

pictures,” but acknowledged he had tackled the project with an “alacrity and zeal” 
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 Sykes describes one unfortunate reviewer who suffered Waugh’s wrath for assuming “Evelyn” could 

only be a woman’s name (Evelyn 124-5). 
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reminiscent of the Pre-Raphaelites themselves (160).
186

 In the Spectator’s Literary 

Supplement, Rachel Annand Taylor lamented Waugh’s “execrable errors of taste” (719), 

apparently alluding to a phrase faintly praising Picasso and Waugh’s “casual dismissal” 

of Rossetti’s poetry. Whether Taylor is correct in claiming that Rossetti “occasionally 

approaches Donne…the most satisfactory love-poet in the English language” is an open 

question. But even this displeased reviewer admits that “Mr Waugh is not without 

intelligence and sympathy” and does not object to the schematic woodcuts used to reveal 

the development of Rossetti’s style.
187

 Both Quennell and Taylor seem more interested in 

Rossetti than in Rossetti—a good sign in a reviewer, but not very encouraging about the 

book. 

Excursus: Decline and Fall 

Evelyn had read, and often re-read, the novels of Dickens. The opening scene in Decline 

and Fall shows unmistakable Dickensian influence on the treatment of a subject which 

Dickens himself would never have used. 

Sykes, Evelyn Waugh 131 

 

Several elements of Rossetti recall Waugh’s wonderfully funny first novel, 

Decline and Fall, published by Chapman & Hall several months after Duckworth 

published the biography. The “Pembroke set” partly inspires Paul Pennyfeather and his 

cronies at Scone College. In Rossetti Waugh describes how Morris and Burne-Jones, in 

their early days at Oxford, would “read the history of the Eastern Church aloud to each 

other in the evenings” (Rossetti 100). In Decline and Fall, as Paul walks away from 

Scone after an unjust expulsion, the Chaplain asks, “Oh, Pennyfeather, before you go, 
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 “…enthusiasm was [the P.R.B.’s] primary characteristic, and Mr. Waugh seems to have approached his 

subject with something of a kindred alacrity and zeal” (160). Quennell also complains that Waugh doesn’t 

give us enough of their argot. But he already quotes too much. Quennell’s review suffers from the same 

problem of over-quotation. 
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 For the woodcuts, see Rossetti 194-5. 
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surely you have my copy of Dean Stanley’s Eastern Church?” (Decline 7). Morris and 

Burne-Jones took rubbings from the monumental brasses in the old churches around 

Oxford (Rossetti 101); brass-rubbing is the hobby of Paul’s Oxford chum Arthur Potts 

(Decline 51-2). Morris is even mentioned once in the novel, as Paul drives to Margot 

Beste-Chetwynde’s country house for the first time: 

The temperate April sunlight fell through the budding chestnuts and 

revealed between their trunks green glimpses of parkland and the distant 

radiance of a lake. “English spring,” thought Paul. “In the dreaming 

ancestral beauty of the English country.” Surely, he thought, these great 

chestnuts in the morning sun stood for something enduring and serene in a 

world that had lost its reason and would so stand when the chaos and 

confusion were forgotten? And surely it was the spirit of William Morris 

that whispered to him in Margot Beste-Chetwynde’s motor car about seed 

time and harvest, the superb succession of the seasons, the harmonious 

interdependence of rich and poor, of dignity, innocence and tradition? 

(165) 

 

The reader already knows what Paul will shortly learn, that the ancient house has been 

torn down and rebuilt according to the whims of an untried Bauhaus architect whose 

chief aesthetic principle is “the elimination of the human element from the consideration 

of form” (159). It reads like a parody and distortion of Maritain’s careful, nuanced, and 

humane distinction between the good of the artwork and the good of the artist. But it also 

recalls the aesthetic argument with which Waugh concludes Rossetti (see Opposing the 

Modern, Celebrating the Victorian below). 

Paul Pennyfeather and Arthur Potts are not analogues for William Morris and 

Edward Burne-Jones, who never fell out quite like the characters in the novel do. As 

Paul’s “decline” continues he and Arthur grow farther apart. Near the end Paul is arrested 

as the patsy in his fiancée’s sex-trafficking business, and Potts, now employed by the 

League of Nations, is the chief witness against him (215). Do not suppose from this 
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outrageous circumstance that there is anything serious about Decline and Fall. Sober 

moral and intellectual purpose is completely alien to the novel. The “Author’s Note” to 

the first edition strikes the right note: “I hope that my publishers are wrong when they say 

this is a shocking novelette…. Still less is it a book with a purpose…. Please bear in mind 

throughout that IT IS MEANT TO BE FUNNY” (capitals in original). Several months 

later Waugh underscored this point in his essay on Firbank: “the novel should be directed 

for entertainment” (EAR 59). Still it does not seem too far-fetched to conclude that in 

1928 Waugh already sees modernity as hostile to brass-rubbings, to beauties natural and 

architectural, to patient scholarship, to vocation and craft and friendship—to the sort of 

things valued by the P.R.B. (at least as understood by Waugh). Its final chapter 

notwithstanding, the name of Waugh’s novel is not Decline and Fall and Resurrection. 

Paul’s rebirth is a denial of his past, not its restoration. The resumption of his original 

career-track as an Anglican cleric is not, even this early in Waugh’s mind, a vocation to 

“priestcraft.” Keeping this anti-modernism in mind, one can properly evaluate the 

sequence of panels Waugh designed for the spine and cover of the first edition of the 

novel (Figure 2). 

Opposing the Modern, Celebrating the Victorian 

In the nineteenth century “the transition from aristocracy to industrialism came 

very near to crushing out English Art altogether; the present generation is confronted by 

the incalculable consequences of the transition from industrialism to democracy” 

(Rossetti 19). Such apocalyptic opinions are prominent in Rossetti. Let us consider three 

examples of Waugh’s judgments of the relative merits of the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries, on the topics of education, hobbies, and aesthetics. In the first passage, notice 
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how Waugh’s praise for F.D. Maurice, founder of “Christian Socialism” in the nineteenth 

century, shifts into the casual slighting of similar, more recent endeavors: 

The Working Men’s College…played a considerable part in the artistic 

life of the ‘fifties. F. D. Maurice…founded it to provide evening classes in 

literature, history, economics, and art, the lecturers for the most part 

giving their services. This sort of gratuitous ‘uplift’ has been run to death 

nowadays, and one is inclined to regard it with undue distrust. There was 

nothing at all of the kind in existence then, but even at the time it came in 

for a good deal of hostile criticism. (97-8) 

 

A second instance of the biographer’s opposition to modernity is related to his 

tender, humorous description of Rossetti’s chinaware and antique furniture collections. 

His china collection was one of the first of its kind in England. Every 

night he and his friends used to dine off priceless old plates which his 

ramshackle servants broke in the pantry, but his chief delight was blue and 

white Nankin. The fashion was still very new; a Mr Huth had a large 

collection, and so had the Italian Ambassador, the Marquis d’Azeglio; 

Whistler was a keen rival and so was Charles Augustus Howell…but the 

‘trade’ in general had not become aware of the craze, and prices were 

proportionately low. Pieces of exquisite design and colour could be picked 

up for a few shillings. …It was Rossetti’s utmost delight to drive round in 

a cab, loading it with china and brass and carved oak picked out from the 

litter of second-hand furniture shops and pawnbrokers. The only rivalry 

was with other collectors. When one of this elect little circle had made a 

particular ‘find’, invitations were sent out and a dinner-party would be 

given. Then the new pot would be uncovered and its owner would be 

triumphant until the next discovery. (156) 

 

The tone is that of one enthusiast reviewing another enthusiast’s collection, with a 

mixture of mild jealousy and admiration. Observing the recent history of English artists 

and intellectuals, Waugh considers Rossetti, Morris, and Burne-Jones as a first wave of 

decadents. He insists (132-3) that we distinguish these aesthetes from the second wave, 

Wilde and his coterie, for whom Waugh has harsh words both here (310-11) and 

elsewhere (EAR 122-5). Humphrey Carpenter rightly calls the “Brideshead generation” 

the third wave. Each ‘wave’ has its own origins, emphases, and purposes, and one must 
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take care not to oversimplify or impose too strict categories over individuals and 

historical events. But Waugh was definitely part of this third wave. In late 1922 Harold 

Acton introduced a fever for Victorian kitsch into Oxford (Joyce, Victorians 66ff). 

Waugh, who had gone up in January of the same year, caught the bug. According to 

Simon Joyce, a “reluctant Victorianist” (ix), this mania was largely ironic and polemical: 

celebrating Victorian kitsch was a way of distancing oneself from Bloomsbury and the 

Gay Nineties. Whether or not this was is true of most of the third wave, Waugh’s interest 

endured. He collected Victorian artifacts for the rest of his life.
188

 

An early literary witness to this craze is found in Nancy Mitford’s first published 

novel Highland Fling (1931). Two Bright Young People pass the time by “collecting 

together all the Victorian odds-and-ends that they [can] find” in a Scottish castle 

(Highland 79). They arrange the collection on billiard tables so that Albert can 

“photograph them for a brochure which he intend[s] to produce entitled ‘Recent Finds at 

Dalloch Castle,’…a supplement to his larger work, ‘Household Art of the Nineteenth 

Century.’” 

The third example of Waugh’s opposition to modernity deserves the bulk of our 

attention. In the final chapter Waugh argues that Rossetti presents a problem for 

“ordinary periodical artistic criticism” and “the modern critical attitude” (304). This 

aesthetic finds its origins in the “admirers of the post-impressionist schools of painting.” 

When called upon to explain their praise, they invented “an entirely new thing” that they 

called the “aesthetic emotion.” Waugh paraphrases: “Some people’s aesthetic emotion 

might be more easily aroused than others[’], but, whenever the emotion was sincerely 
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 Several of the photographs in The Brideshead Generation show specimens of Waugh’s Victoriana at 

Piers Court, his first country house, and Combe Florey, his second. 



221 

 

present, there was Art.” Such Art can only come from “real” artists. Waugh quotes Roger 

Fry, who along with Clive Bell receives gentle a dismissal in Brideshead Revisited (27-8, 

34), on the true artist’s interest in “the form underlying the appearances of things” (305). 

This interest becomes “creative” or artistic when it “associate[s] forms with each other in 

necessary, and therefore agreeable, relationships” (emphasis in original). Simpler works 

of art deal with simple “coherent sequence[s]” of these relationships, and more complex 

works present more complex sequences. 

The problem with this theory, says Waugh, is in its emphasis on the “necessary 

relation.” “Modern criticism has failed in [that] it has taken an already existing word, 

‘art’, and…fastened it upon a newly discovered ‘necessary relation of forms in space’.” 

He continues, “No one would deny that there is this vivifying quality to be found as a 

common factor of most recognized works of art…but surely it is unjustifiable to claim [it] 

as the one vital factor” (306). If this one element is missing from a given work, Waugh 

asks, are we prepared to say that it isn’t real art? In her review of Rossetti Taylor points 

out that Rossetti “has few tributes, and these apologetic” among the various centennial 

volumes (719). Now Waugh, as Edmund Wilson once keenly wrote, “never apologizes 

and never explains,” and Rossetti is an exception to Taylor’s observation. It is precisely 

because Rossetti has so few devotees that Waugh recognizes (or casts) the painter (and 

himself) as a gadfly to modern criticism. As Waugh sees it, art critics of the modern 

school dodge a crucial question posed by Rossetti: “If these paintings are not works of 

art, what are they?” (Rossetti 306). 

What would Maritain make of this debate between Fry and Waugh? It depends on 

what Fry means by “necessary.” If the good of the work is the artist’s only internal rule, 



222 

 

then the work need not be representational; if “necessary relation” means “material 

imitation” or a concern with accidental form, then Maritain objects. If Fry merely means 

to indicate the intellectual arrangement of elements in the artwork, Maritain would agree 

with Waugh that this is one important element among others. Proportion is the second 

condition of beauty, along with integrity (perfection, completeness) and most importantly 

radiance (the “shining of a [substantial] form on matter”). 

Rossetti and Catholicism 

After observing the biographer’s basic preference for Victorian culture over 

modern culture, we are ready to consider the role of religion in the book. Given Waugh’s 

uproarious comic talent, a passage touching on Christianity shows remarkable restraint. 

He is discussing various Victorian reactions to the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood: 

There is a very amusing pamphlet, issued privately and widely circulated 

in 1860, by one who did not like [the P.R.B.]. It is called Pre-Raphaelitism 

Tested by the Principles of Christianity, by W. Cave Thomas. He takes up 

the issues with creditable vigour at their vital point. There is now no 

nonsense about ‘puerile drawing’ and ‘wilful disregard of perspective’; he 

admits that the Pre-Raphaelites have attained unrivalled truth to nature. 

His point is that it is flat blasphemy to be truthful to nature. It is a breach 

of the second commandment, which forbids representation of anything 

that is in heaven or earth, as distinct from their ideal intended by the 

Creator. Pre-Raphaelitism, said Mr Thomas, was a glorification of the 

imperfections introduced into Eden by the fall of Adam. It is a good point; 

at any rate, it shows a marked clearing of thought after the irrelevant 

criticism of 1851, and moves the discussion on to ground that is quite 

significant when one considers the solemn sense of divine authority with 

which Holman-Hunt pursued his career. (132, emphasis in original) 

 

This passage is not just free of antipathy; it includes positive praise. After 

condescendingly characterizing the pamphlet as “very amusing,” parading the self-

important Victorian title, and recapitulating the simplistic moral critique, Waugh affirms 
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the fusty old writer’s point. Waugh takes seriously and affirms this criticism and religious 

argumentation. 

In the biography Waugh twice refers explicitly to Roman Catholicism: the first 

during his initial account of Rossetti’s life, and the second in reference to James 

Collinson, an on-again-off-again member of the P.R.B. who was also in and out of the 

Catholic Church. The latter passage reveals little about Waugh. We are told that 

Collinson “was too preoccupied with religious difficulties to be a very satisfactory” 

member of the P.R.B. (36). Soon enough he converted to Rome, but when Christina 

Rossetti refused his proposal of marriage (“shy of popery,” says Waugh), Collinson 

reverted to the Established Church. Collinson then reconverted to Catholicism and she 

broke off the engagement. The passage is notable only for its omission of judgment, 

positive or negative. 

The rhythm of the other passage lends to full quotation: 

As one follows the story of his life one leaves behind the benign genius of 

Theodore Watts-Dunton’s Aylwyn and finds the baffled and very tragic 

figure of an artist born into an age devoid of artistic standards; a man of 

the South, sensual, indolent, and richly versatile, exiled in the narrow, 

scrambling life of a Northern city; a mystic without a creed; a Catholic 

without the discipline or consolation of the Church; a life between the 

rocks and the high road, like the scrub of a Southern hillside, sombre, 

aromatic, and impenetrable. (7) 

 

This passage shows formal borrowings from Lytton Strachey’s Eminent Victorians 

(1918). It recalls the conceit with which Strachey begins his discussion of Florence 

Nightingale: everybody knows the “Lady with the Lamp,” but the “Miss Nightingale of 

fact was not as facile fancy painted her” (Eminent 111). The “real Miss Nightingale” is 

more interesting than “the legendary one,” for “a Demon possessed her.” With charming 

flippancy Strachey adds, “Now demons, whatever else they may be, are full of interest.” 



224 

 

Waugh similarly means to entice us with the prospect of a real, more interesting Rossetti, 

and uses Strachey’s own terms: “[Rossetti’s] life is one of intense interest; but it is 

necessary first to clear away the traces of legend that hang about him” (5). The true story 

of Rossetti reveals not the “benign genius” remembered by some his friends, but a tragic 

figure out of joint with his age and (adopted) nation. Of particular interest for the student 

of Waugh is the remark that Rossetti is “a Catholic without the discipline or consolation 

of the Church,” two complementary aids that are necessary for healthy faith. 

(Incidentally, the phrase might accurately describe Graham Greene.) This incompleteness 

contributes to Rossetti’s “baffle[ment]” and “tragedy” (7). Romanticized subjects might 

make for fun reading, but the actual life of a “mystic without a creed” is much more 

earthly and painful. Already Waugh sees the necessity of external forms, the regulation of 

a community. 

On the last page in the book Waugh expands on Rossetti’s chief problem: “It is 

not so much that as a man [Rossetti] was a bad man—mere lawless wickedness has 

frequently been a concomitant of the highest genius—but there was fatally lacking in him 

that essential rectitude that underlies the serenity of all really great art” (311, emphasis in 

original). As we have seen Maritain also distinguishes between art and morality. In 

Chapter 6 we will find that Greene does the same. But Waugh’s notion of “essential 

rectitude” is more Maritainian than Greeneian. A creed would have straightened out 

Rossetti. Probably it would not have resulted in perfect and healthy morality or 

intellectual submission to dogma, but Rossetti (like all fine artists with great potential) 

needed those habits of work which are best developed with external limits; the discipline 

is intimately connected to the consolation. Maritain would say that, as an artist, the artist 
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must be ruled entirely by the canons of art, and as a person, he must be ruled by morality. 

Waugh already agrees, though he does not yet affirm the claim of the Catholic Church to 

a unique status among human societies. Consider the description of Rossetti’s mother 

from earlier in the book: “Mrs Rossetti was practical, sympathetic, devoted, an excellent 

housewife, pious, possessed of great rectitude and considerable learning, of ample and 

matronly appearance. How many great men have left the same sort of description of their 

mothers? She outlived Dante Gabriel by three years” (11, emphasis added). Waugh 

knows that Mrs. Rossetti and her daughters had an “Anglo-Catholic piety” rather than a 

Roman Catholic one, despite their Italian origin (166). Any number of creeds might do. 

After his conversion Waugh might have said the same: “Christianity exists in its most 

complete and vital form in the Roman Catholic Church” (EAR 104). It is a genuinely 

ecumenical formula that respects difference without sacrificing the writer’s settled 

opinion. 

One final passage in the biography requires close attention. While Catholicism is 

not explicit in this paragraph, Waugh mentions faith and alludes to Ecclesiastes. After 

quoting several of Rossetti’s sonnets, he summarizes: 

Vain regret, waste, frustration—these, when all was summed up, the good 

taken with the bad, the gay hours with the grey, the accounts finally 

entered, added, and audited, were the stark conclusions of Rossetti’s 

philosophy. Vanitas vanitatum. All he can bring from the abundant 

sources of a life of great richness and complexity is the ancient cry of 

outraged and bewildered humanity confronted with a world not of its own 

making, and governed by laws outside its comprehension or control. And 

with the traditional despair is mingled the traditional hope instinctively 

and distantly apprehended. Still arguing from premises that it knows to be 

false but dares not abandon, humanity stretches out to some other system 

where compensation will be more equitable…. (217-18, emphasis added) 
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Here the mystic is not exactly without a creed: he retains out of fear a creed he denies. 

“The abundant sources of a life of great richness and complexity” are not enough to 

satisfy the soul; something is missing; “all Rossetti can bring” from his “richly versatile” 

existence is the “traditional” (i.e., biblical) lamentation.
189

 A creed could have narrowed 

the intellectual distance between subject and object, knower and things known, vitality 

and justice, or at least elevated an instinctual knowledge of the good of the world to the 

level of articulate reason. But no. For Rossetti and for Waugh this is a pipedream. The 

“traditional hope” is only “instinctively and distantly apprehended.” No creed is possible 

when one “knows [its] premises to be false.” We should not be surprised if such 

knowledge (which may be false knowledge) entails “despair.” Waugh sees “humanity,” 

or Rossetti as an exemplar of humanity, as “stretch[ing] out to some other system”— 

unknown, unknowable, but still necessary. 

The self-contradiction is understandable. We are familiar with Victorian doubt, 

with how “Nature, red in tooth and claw” can “shriek against the creed,” with Clough’s 

loss of faith, with Arnold’s faith in humane culture. Waugh preferred much of Victorian 

culture to his own time, but not with hope in the theological sense. The religious 

“premises” are “false.” Only a secular hope or wish is possible. The conjunction of 

“stretching in hope” with “knowing the premises to be false” suggests that Waugh has not 

stopped searching for “some other system” that promises to satisfy his moral and 

intellectual demands. To return to the language of my introduction, depression is 

sometimes rational, even if it remains intolerable; and in such cases the mind may in 

desperation turn irrational. It would take a Jesuit’s instruction a few years later to give 
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 As we have seen, Waugh read and enjoyed The Sun Also Rises when it was first published, two years 

before Rossetti. Perhaps Hemingway’s epigraph inspired this analysis. 
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Waugh a new philosophy according to which despair would be not only irrational but a 

mortal sin. 

Waugh’s biography of Rossetti, while entertaining and illuminating in its own 

right, is also valuable as a semi-autobiographical document. Apart from the remarkable 

similarity in their personal demons, Waugh’s analysis of Rossetti reveals much about 

himself. In 1928 Waugh’s relationship with modernity was already fractured and his 

atheism already inconsistent. A few more years among the Bright Young People and the 

crisis of his marriage would convince him that “life…was unintelligible and unendurable 

without God” (EAR 367). 

Ninety-Two Days: A Handful of Dickens 

There seem to me few things more boring than the cult of mere antiquity. 

Waugh, Labels 91 

 

In Chapter 1 I discussed the most relevant portions of the plot of A Handful of 

Dust, especially the wonderfully hilarious conclusion, and the book is so well known that 

to scrutinize it further would be tedious. But we can address one false or problematic 

impression about the ending. Considered apart from Waugh’s non-fiction, the point 

seems straightforward: Tony Last, who venerated bogus Victorian art and architecture, 

receives condign punishment. The would-be Victorian squire must steep himself in 

Dickens until his death. Tony “finds himself permanently sealed in a wholly linguistic 

universe, indicting himself with the words of Dickens’ dreamy simulacrum of the 

Victorian life to which he was once so thoroughly committed” (McCartney xv). Even 

Dickens’s most devoted readers should enjoy the trick. 
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But this charming interpretation is modified by Waugh’s non-fiction. Several 

passages are relevant: a few from the travelogue published just before A Handful of Dust, 

and a few more from two essays published a decade later. I will take each in turn. 

Reading Dickens abroad 

Have spent agreeable time resting, reading Dombey and Son, eating and sleeping a lot. 

Waugh in his diary, 27 Feb 1933 (Diaries 374) 

 

I have just read Dombey and Son. The worst book in the world. 

Waugh to Laura Waugh, 7 Jan 1945 (Letters 198) 

 

Ninety-Two Days is the bare title Waugh gives to his account of a journey through 

British Guiana and Brazil. In the first relevant passage from the book, we learn that 

Dickens novels form part of Waugh’s small collection of reading materials on the trip. 

I stayed on with Father Mather, resting, reading Dickens, writing letters to 

England…. (92D 485) 

 

At this point Waugh offers no judgment of Dickens. Several pages later, in what seems 

like a draft for an essay that no literary journal chose to publish, Waugh reveals more 

about his reading. The copies of Dickens belong to the priest, a resident Catholic 

missionary. The surprise of finding Dickens abroad led to an unexpected pleasure. 

Later I fell to wondering whether there were any pleasures I had 

found in that country which I had missed in Europe, and decided there 

were two. The first was washing; not that I do not wash in Europe or that I 

find it distasteful, but that the mild pleasure derived from one’s warm bath 

before dinner at home differs in kind rather than degree from the exquisite 

almost ecstatic experience of washing in the tropics after a long day’s 

journey; it was as keen a physical sensation as I have ever known, 

excluding nothing…; even to write about it brings back a faint tremor of 

the full exultation…. 

The other pleasure I discovered, oddly enough, was reading; or 

rather rediscovered, for I seem to recall having experienced some pleasure 

in this occupation as a child. But never since; I have read numerous books 

for various reasons—to acquire information; out of curiosity to see what 

they were like; out of politeness because I knew the author; I have dipped 

into most best-sellers to make up my mind whether they were justly or 
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unjustly successful, and as soon as I knew, I have put them aside; I have 

raced through detective stories because the problems they set leave an itch 

for completion, an instinct of the kind that makes one wish to put things 

straight on the chimney-piece of a strange house; I have read books 

because I was being paid to review them, but I had not for ten years read a 

book for the mere pleasure of the process. At Father Mather’s I began to 

read with this motive and by good chance the books he had were just those 

which were meant to be read in that way and when I left him I took away a 

copy of Nicholas Nickleby and read it with avid relish during the ensuing 

journey, bit by bit while the light lasted, grudging the night every hour of 

her splendor and the day its toil, which kept me from this new and exciting 

hobby. 

Alas, both these pleasures have eluded me since I came back to 

Europe. I have read several books, for the old reasons and in the old way; I 

have taken numberless baths of all temperatures; but the rapture is gone, 

irrecapturable, except by great effort and at a long distance. (92D 488-

489) 

 

We learn later that Waugh managed to take away at least one more Dickens novel from 

the priest’s library: 

I had divided the copy of Martin Chuzzlewit, giving Winter, who was out 

of all reading matter, the part I had read. I now enjoyed the last chapters 

until the light failed and it was necessary to try to sleep. (92D 528) 

 

In the non-fiction related to this trip Waugh composed nothing but favorable judgments 

of Dickens. If he accurately recorded the titles, Waugh read at least three long novels on 

his trip: Nickleby, Chuzzlewit, and Dombey (cf. Diaries 374). This is no mean feat given 

the gruesome conditions of the journey (including a worm-infestation in his feet), but 

Waugh describes the reading process as pure delight. Traveling through British Guiana 

and Brazil, Evelyn Waugh simply is “the man who liked Dickens.” 

But in “The Man Who Liked Dickens,” which may have been composed during 

the trip, Dickens is associated with the villain.
190

 The effect is magnified in the novel. If 
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 The evidence for the story’s composition is equivocal; see Hastings 278-9. This is not the only occasion 

in Waugh’s career when he used a previously published story in the conclusion of a novel. The final section 

of the third volume of the Sword of Honor uses a short story written ten years earlier, “Compassion.” But in 
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Waugh enjoyed Dickens so heartily in South America, why does he abuse him in his 

fiction? Several theories of varying plausibility come to mind. Perhaps Waugh is being 

ungenerous; he often was. The books that distracted and consoled him on the trip took on 

a new aspect once his boredom was past and when his reputation was at stake. No one 

has a right to the judgments recorded in his private papers. But this theory does not 

account for the public recollections of “avid relish” and “rapture” in 92D. The praise 

seems sincere; the mild irony of the phrase “this new and exciting hobby” is aimed not at 

the novels but at their reader. 

Alternatively we might revise our reading of the novel to see Waugh in the role of 

Mr Todd. Waugh might enjoy the comparison. But this would involve another difficulty. 

Consider the remarks in “Fan-Fare” on the composition of the story and the novel: 

A Handful of Dust, on the other hand, began at the end. I had written a 

short story about a man trapped in the jungle, ending his days reading 

Dickens aloud. The idea came quite naturally from the experience of 

visiting a lonely settler of that kind and reflecting how easily he could 

hold me prisoner. Then, after the short story was written and published, 

the idea kept working in my mind. I wanted to discover how the prisoner 

got there, and eventually the thing grew into a study of other sorts of 

savages at home and the civilized man’s helpless plight among them. 

(EAR 303) 

 

In this telling Waugh conceived the story by imagining himself as the prisoner (Paul 

Henty in the story, Tony Last in the novel). In the travelogue we find the original of 

McMaster / Todd (“Man” / Handful), one Mr Christie (cf. McMaster), an eccentric figure 

whose opinions include the utter clarity of the doctrine of the Trinity (92D 433-6): “The 

mistake the Catholics make is to call it a mystery. It is all quite simple to me.” Christie 

also thinks Freemasons have “VOL branded on their buttocks. ‘It means volunteer, I 

                                                                                                                                                                             
this latter case Waugh integrated and dispersed the tale into a much longer chapter. “The Man Who Liked 

Dickens” is ported to A Handful of Dust as the entire, penultimate chapter. 
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suppose,’ he said. ‘I can’t think why.’” Unlike McMaster / Todd, Christie is not illiterate. 

Of his translation of the Bible into a native tongue he tells Waugh, “I have to change and 

omit a great deal. There is so much I do not agree with…but I am not worried. I expect 

the end of the world shortly.” In the final chapter of 92D, Waugh notes, among his chief 

acquirements from the trip, the addition “to my treasury of eccentrics,” of this “fantastic 

figure” (543). McMaster / Todd owes as much or more to Christie as to Waugh himself, 

whatever chuckling emanated from Waugh’s hut in the dying light. 

The best solution will look to the paragraph in which Waugh confesses the loss of 

the joy of reading for pleasure upon returning to Europe. Waugh recognizes the power of 

the physical and social context of an act of reading, even the private act of reading a 

novel. The context of a drawing room in a world capitol or a hut in the fading light can 

dramatically alter the reading experience. In England where he has more and varied 

pleasures and different books to read, he loses the “rapture” he experienced with Dickens 

in the wilderness. If the story and novel show ingratitude, 92D suggests a deficiency in 

the reader and British society. Perhaps now we can properly understand that line in 

Waugh’s review of Johnson’s biography of Dickens: “in a lighter, looser and perhaps 

higher mood we fall victim to his ‘magnetism’” (EAR 447). 

Reading Orwell on Dickens 

Several passages from two of Waugh’s essays should also be permitted to 

influence our reading of the novel’s conclusion. The first comes again from “Fan-Fare,” a 

goldmine for students of Waugh: 

A Handful of Dust…was humanist and contained all I had to say about 

humanism. (EAR 304) 
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We encountered this line already investigating Waugh’s developing conception of 

characters in fiction, but did not consider the term humanism. It is not a word Waugh uses 

often. He does not define it except to say that A Handful of Dust is concerned “entirely 

with behavior,” which probably means the external or social dimensions of characters’ 

actions. In other words the novel does not take up the questions of being and intention (or 

purpose), which ultimately, in every real, created thing, is a question about God. What is 

the “determining character” of an object considered as “God’s creature with a defined 

purpose” (EAR 302)? A Handful of Dust does not mine those depths; Tony’s punishment 

is earthly. Dust he is and to dust he shall return, and remain. 

Luckily in the very next essay included in the Essays, Articles, and Reviews, a 

review of George Orwell’s Critical Essays, Waugh defines “humanism.”
191

 This essay is 

titled “A New Humanism,” and in the first paragraph Waugh names Orwell and Edmund 

Wilson as the two exemplary “new humanist” critics. More a “habit of mind” than a 

“school,” the chief characteristic of new humanism is “the abandonment of the hierarchic 

principle” (EAR 305). Traditionally critics have judged works of art according to a certain 

hierarchy: “the great masters, Virgil, Dante and their fellows, at the top” and “the popular 

novel of the season at the bottom.” The new humanists break with this tradition. Orwell’s 

“three most delightful essays” treat “comic postcards, ‘penny-dreadfuls’ and Mr James 

Hadley Chase,” the author of No Orchids for Miss Blandish (1939). 

The (old) humanism of A Handful of Dust was not of this variety. Waugh’s was a 

hierarchic philosophy even before his conversion. By the time he reviews Orwell Waugh 

has abandoned humanist fiction, but not old humanist criticism. The “essential task” of 

criticism remains, for Waugh, the “preservation and adjustment” of the aesthetic 

                                                           
191

 The Orwell review is dated 6 Apr 1946 in The Tablet; “Fan-Fare” is dated 8 Apr 1946 in Life. 
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hierarchy and the securing of “honours” for his more “recondite” favorites. In Sword of 

Honor, the hero Guy Crouchback deems No Orchids for Miss Blandish “unreadable” 

(Kindle loc. 5017-5018). Waugh places a copy of the same novel in the office of a quack 

voodoo doctor paid by the British government to send “the most terrible dreams” to 

Ribbentrop (loc. 8984). Nevertheless he considers Orwell “outstandingly the wisest” 

among the new critics. He even finds it possible to praise No Orchids over Howard’s 

End: “You can show man bereft of God and therefore hopeless as Macbeth and Miss 

Blandish, but you must not flatter his pretensions to self-sufficiency” (EAR 389-90). 

Chase knows what Forster does not: the limitations of abstract characters. 

Also of importance in this review is Waugh’s précis of Orwell’s essay on 

Dickens: 

The longest essay is on Charles Dickens and is chiefly devoted to refuting 

the opinions of Chesterton and Mr T.A. Jackson. (In this connection 

should note, what is often forgotten, that Chesterton became a Catholic 

late in life. Most of his best-known work was written while he was still 

groping for his faith, and though it bears the promise of future realization, 

contains opinions which cannot be blithely labelled ‘Catholic’.) He is 

entirely successful in his refutation and he fills his argument with 

brilliantly chosen illustrations many of which are entirely new, at any rate 

to me. I had never before reflected on the profound fatuity of the future 

life of the characters implied in their ‘happy ending’. 

 

This review of Orwell is not as well-known as “Fan-Fare,” and the final sentence of the 

précis is a shocker. “Never”? What was Tony Last doing if not exemplifying the 

“profound fatuity” of Dickensian sentimentality? Has the desire to praise Orwell run 

away with Waugh’s memory? He thought very highly of Orwell’s essays. But this seems 

unlikely, since at the very same time Waugh characterized A Handful of Dust as old 

“humanist” in “Fan-Fare.” 
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Perhaps we can clear up the confusion by consulting Orwell. His essay on 

Dickens was written in 1939. What exactly does Orwell say about the happy endings? He 

begins by describing Dickens’s lack of interest in his characters’ careers. “Dickens could 

never follow up the details of Parliamentary elections and Stock Exchange rackets as 

Trollope could” (82). “With the doubtful exception of David Copperfield (merely 

Dickens himself), one cannot point to a single one of his central characters who is 

primarily interested in his job. …Really there is no objective except to marry the heroine, 

settle down, live solvently and be kind” (86-7). Orwell adds that the heroes, after settling 

down, appear to do nothing at all, “not even ride, hunt, shoot, fight duels, elope with 

actresses or lose money at races” (88). “The servants are comic and feudal, the children 

prattle round your feet, the old friends sit at your fireside, talking of past days, there is the 

endless succession of enormous meals, the cold punch and sherry negus, the featherbeds 

and warming-pans, the Christmas parties with charades and blind man’s buff; but nothing 

ever happens, except the yearly childbirth” (89). 

Happy endings are of course a traditional way to conclude comedies. Trollope’s 

nubile young heroines, even in the Barsetshire series, are abandoned when their novels 

end, or at most brought back to play the smallest of roles. Whatever we make of Orwell’s 

argument, Waugh found it delightful. On the whole Orwell’s essay is friendly to Dickens. 

Waugh was probably glad to find an excellent contemporary writer who shared the 

pleasure he remembered, even if the pleasure was critical. I suspect the element that 

Waugh found instructive in Orwell’s essay was the imaginative forecasting beyond the 

text of the novel, the projection of their lives after the last chapter. Perhaps he had never 
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done this with Dickens’s novels. He had done it with his own work, in fact with the next 

novel I’d like to consider. 

Put Out More Flags: Smallweed’s triumph 

What had once been known as “the bachelors’ wing” in the Victorian days when 

bachelors were hardy fellows who could put up with collegiate and barrack simplicity, 

was given over to the evacuees. 

Waugh, Put Out More Flags 90 

 

The 1966 Preface to Put Out More Flags (1942), Waugh’s first war novel, 

describes how he imagined the afterlives of several characters from his earlier novels: 

The characters about whom I had written in the previous decade came to 

life for me. I was anxious to know how they had been doing since I last 

heard of them, and I followed them with no preconceived plan, not 

knowing where I should find them from one page to the next. 

 

This imaginative exercise continued throughout the writing of Put Out More Flags. Once 

again “Fan-Fare” contains interesting data on this point. Asked by a reader whether his 

characters are “drawn from life” he replied, 

As for the major characters, I really have little control over them. I start 

them off with certain preconceived notions of what they will do and say in 

certain circumstances but I constantly find them moving another way. For 

example there was the heroine of Put Out More Flags, a Mrs. Lyne. I had 

no idea until halfway through the book that she drank secretly. I could not 

understand why she behaved so oddly. Then when she sat down suddenly 

on the steps of the cinema I understood all and I had to go back and 

introduce a series of empty bottles into her flat. There is a young destroyer 

commander who sat next to me at table who can bear witness to this. He 

asked me one day at luncheon how my book was going. I said, “Badly. I 

can’t understand it at all” and then quite suddenly, “I know. Angela Lyne 

has been drinking.” (EAR 303)
192

 

 

Waugh wrote the book in four weeks in 1941 aboard a ship sailing for home. The 

extensive process of imagining his characters’ literary afterlives was thus necessary, for 
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 The next paragraph describes the ‘backward’ genesis of A Handful of Dust. 
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he did not have his library on board: “I had comfort and leisure and negligible duties, a 

large cabin with a table and a pile of army stationery. I wrote all day” (1966 Preface). 

At the start of this chapter I described several allusions in Vile Bodies to Bleak 

House. Adam Fenwick-Symes’s publisher is a firm with two executives, one of which 

(Rampole) is only nominal, while the other (Benfleet) makes all the decisions. Benfleet 

blames all the unpleasant decisions, such as demanding criminal concessions from his 

authors, on “old Rampole” in precisely the same way that Grandfather Smallweed 

excuses himself to Mr George of George’s Shooting Gallery, blaming his “friend in the 

city.” Rampole and Benfleet reappear in Put Out More Flags (1942). Samuel Benfleet is 

renamed Geoffrey Bentley (a consequence of the conditions of composition?). The novel 

falls in the middle of Waugh’s career; before it came most of the satires and after it come 

the Catholic fictions. It is a novel of the “phony war,” the first year of World War II after 

the invasion of Poland when, to many British citizens, the war was exciting, a career 

opportunity and a general diversion. It was before the Blitz. The themes and plots of Put 

Out More Flags and Bleak House are entirely different, bound to their authors’ 

experiences, interests, and times. But the third chapter of Put Out More Flags contains a 

cluster of allusions to Dickens, including a further development of the Bentley-

Smallweed connection. 

To understand the significance of these allusions, we must keep in mind the main 

plot of the third chapter (titled “Spring”). It opens with an episode in which Basil Seal, 

the hero and scapegrace aristocrat of several of Waugh’s stories (Black Mischief, “Basil 

Seal Rides Again”), decides to return to London after a long winter visit to his sister in 

the country. Seal has been profiting from the war by abusing his sister’s powers as 
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“billeting officer” for the area. He has in his charge three gruesome children—Doris, 

Micky, and Marlene Connolly—whom no one wants to house, and whom he refuses to 

move without cash payment from the suffering residents. It is classic Waugh humor: the 

cutthroat hero, the knowing and corrupt youths, the punishment of bourgeois impostors, 

the power of money (and sex, for Seal accepts favors as payment from one resident, a 

soldier’s young bride, whose name he never learns), delivered largely through exquisitely 

crafted dialogue. Back in London, Seal visits the War Office, connives to enter without a 

pass, and somehow lands a job as a London spy on the lookout for fifth columnists. He is 

told, “I can’t pay you much for Communists,” but “catch a [British] fascist for me and I’ll 

think about making you a Captain of Marines” (Put Out 190, 191). We have no reason to 

expect honesty in Seal’s new career. 

Meanwhile the publisher Bentley has taken a position in another war department, 

the Ministry of Information. Officially Bentley’s job has something to do with 

propaganda, but most of his time is spent in jockeying for position and annoying his 

colleagues. One of his publishing clients, Ambrose Silk (the trial run for Anthony 

Blanche) asks, “What is your work, Geoffrey?” Bentley replies, “Well, mostly it consists 

of sending people who want to see me on to someone they don’t want to see” (73). Silk is 

more than one of Bentley’s clients; they are also friends; and soon enough Silk also finds 

employment at the Ministry as “sole representative of Atheism in the religious 

department” (137). But Silk’s literary passion is fired not by his pro-government writings 

for British atheists but by a new publication that he undertakes with Rampole and 

Bentley. The Ivory Tower is to be a literary journal conceived on purely artistic 

(apolitical) lines. It will allow Silk to pursue his chief interests, but there is also a 
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pragmatic motive, for he fears political reprisals for his history of mildly literary 

communism. He hopes the magazine will clear his record. 

It certainly changes his record, but not at all like Silk expects. Seal is not looking 

for communists; he needs a fascist. The two departments are brought together in the plot 

because Seal finds a way to manipulate Ivory Tower after it leaves Silk’s desk but before 

it reaches the press, so that it seems a hotbed for fascism. He makes his case to the 

authorities, but out of less than altruistic motives also tips off Silk, who flees the country. 

(Seal takes his flat.) Bentley manages to escape arrest by reverting to his blame-shifting 

Smallweed strategy. “Old Rampole” is the man they want. Rampole is arrested, and while 

in jail discovers the joys of “light literature.” This is in fact the first time that Rampole 

has ever enjoyed reading. It is Waugh is British Guiana all over again. 

Waugh’s reintroduction of the publishing firm in Put Out More Flags puts more 

emphasis on Rampole. All we knew from Vile Bodies was that he visited the office once 

a week. These days Rampole has a more active role: 

Rampole and Bentley was not a large or a very prosperous firm; it 

owed its continued existence largely to the fact that both partners had a 

reasonable income derived from other sources. Mr. Bentley was a 

publisher because ever since he was a boy, he had had a liking for books; 

he thought them a Good Thing; the more of them the merrier. Wider 

acquaintance had not increased his liking for authors whom he found as a 

class avaricious, egotistical, jealous and ungrateful, but he had always the 

hope that one day one of these disagreeable people would turn out to be a 

messiah of genius. And he liked the books themselves; he liked to see in 

the window of the office the dozen bright covers which were that season’s 

new titles; he liked the sense of vicarious authorship which this spectacle 

gave him. Not so old Rampole. Mr. Bentley often wondered why his 

senior partner had ever taken to publishing and why, once disillusioned, he 

persisted in it. Old Rampole deplored the propagation of books. “It won’t 

do,” he always said whenever Mr. Bentley produced a new author, “no 

one ever reads first novels.” 

Once or twice a year old Rampole himself introduced an author, 

always with well-justified forecasts of his failure. “Terrible thing,” he 
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would say. “Met old So-and-so at the club. Got button-holed. Fellow’s just 

retired from Malay States. Written his reminiscences. We shall have to do 

them for him. No getting out of it now. One comfort, he won’t ever write 

another book.” That was one superiority he had over Mr. Bentley which he 

was fond of airing. His authors never came back for more, like Mr. 

Bentley’s young friends. (Put Out 235-6) 

 

In the course of this plot thread in Chapter 3 (one of several) we find three 

significant references to Dickens. The first comes in Seal’s warning to Silk. By itself this 

first example would not necessarily recall Dickens and Bleak House, but the Bentley-

Smallweed connection has prepared the way: 

“But what have I done? Why are they after me?” 

“Your magazine. It’s being suppressed. They’re rounding up 

everyone connected with it.” 

Ambrose asked no more. He accepted the fact as a pauper accepts 

the condition of being perpetually “moved on.” It was something 

inalienable from his state; the artist’s birthright. (Put Out 252) 

 

The allusion to Jo the sweeper in Bleak House is quite clear, emphasized by Waugh’s 

quotation marks around moved on. Dickens uses this phrase a number of times. What 

follows is an extract from Chapter 19, titled “Moving On.” 

“This boy,” says the constable, “although hes repeatedly told to, 

won’t move on—” 

“I’m always a-moving on, sar,” cries the boy, wiping away his 

grimy tears with his arm. “I’ve always been a-moving and a-moving on, 

ever since I was born. Where can I possibly move to, sir, more nor I do 

move!” 

“He won’t move on,” says the constable calmly, with a slight 

professional hitch of his neck involving its better settlement in his stiff 

stock, “although he has been repeatedly cautioned, and therefore I am 

obliged to take him into custody. He’s as obstinate a young gonoph as I 

know. He WON’T move on.” 

…Do you hear, Jo? It is nothing to you or to any one else that the 

great lights of the parliamentary sky have failed for some few years in this 

business to set you the example of moving on. The one grand recipe 

remains for you—the profound philosophical prescription—the be-all and 

the end-all of your strange existence upon earth. Move on! You are by no 

means to move off, Jo, for the great lights can’t at all agree about that. 

Move on! (308) 
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This “moving on” precipitates Jo’s death (see Chapters 46 and 47). Ambrose is luckier 

than Jo. He is survives as an exile in the western reaches of Ireland. (In “Basil Seal Rides 

Again,” published twenty years later, Ambrose has returned to London. Waugh did not 

stop imagining his characters’ afterlives.) 

A few pages after Ambrose “moves on,” we have a second and more formal 

allusion to Dickens. It is an imitation of what Waugh called Dickens’s “rhetorical” style 

(cf. EAR 82), a style plainly on display in the last paragraph of the passage just quoted, in 

which Dickens’s narrator directly addresses Jo. Narratorial address is totally 

uncharacteristic of Waugh: 

Mr. Rampole was not, as many of his club acquaintances 

supposed, a bachelor, but a widower of long standing. He lived in a small 

but substantial house at Hampstead and there maintained in servitude a 

spinster daughter. On this fateful morning his daughter saw him off from 

the front gate as had been her habit years without number, at precisely 

8:45. Mr. Rampole paused on the flagged path to comment on the buds 

which were breaking everywhere in the little garden. 

Look well at those buds, old Rampole; you will not see the full 

leaf. 

“I’ll be back at six,” he said. 

Presumptuous Rampole, who shall tell what the day will bring 

forth? Not his daughter, who returned unmoved by the separation, to eat a 

second slice of toast in the dining-room; not old Rampole who strode at a 

good pace towards the Hampstead Underground. 

He showed his season ticket to the man at the lift. 

“I shall have to get it renewed the day after tomorrow,” he said 

affably, and tied a knot in the corner of his large white handkerchief to 

remind him of the fact. 

There is no need for that knot, old Rampole; you will never again 

travel in the Hampstead Underground. 

He opened his morning paper as he had done, five days a week, 

years without number. He turned first to the Deaths, then to the 

correspondence, then, reluctantly, to the news of the day. 

Never again, old Rampole, never again. (Put Out 254-5) 

 

Dickens’s rhetoric is furious and Waugh’s is mirthful, but the affinity is clear. 
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There is a third allusion to Dickens in the same section. This time it is found in 

Bentley’s speech to the police who have come to arrest him: 

 “Thank you, Mr. Bentley,” said the chief of the plain clothes men. 

“I don’t think we need trouble you anymore. If we want you I suppose we 

can always find you here.” 

“Always,” said Mr. Bentley sweetly. “I often, whimsically, refer to 

this little table as my grindstone. I keep my nose to it. We live in arduous 

times, Inspector.” (Put Out 257) 

 

The allusion is no longer to Bleak House, but to Simon Wegg of Our Mutual Friend, who 

intends to put not his own but his employer Noddy Boffin’s “nose to the grindstone.” As 

with “move on,” Dickens uses the phrase to title a chapter, “Mr Wegg Prepares a 

Grindstone for Mr Boffin’s Nose”: 

“How do you propose to do it, Mr Wegg?” 

“To put his nose to the grindstone? I propose,” returned that 

estimable man, “to insult him openly. And, if looking into this eye of 

mine, he dares to offer a word in answer, to retort upon him before he can 

take his breath, “Add another word to that, you dusty old dog, and you’re 

a beggar.” (570) 

 

There is justice in this allusion, too, since Bentley’s work consists largely in shifting his 

burdens onto others, in this case his fellow employees. The phrase also recalls Mr Vholes 

in Bleak House, the shifty lawyer who pretends to “put his shoulder to the wheel” on 

behalf of Richard Carstone in the courts. 

This passage with its allusions is a small but important part of Put Out More 

Flags. Only the second instance is a matter of Waugh’s ‘following Victorian rules of 

fiction,’ though all of the characters involved are abstractions in Waugh’s special sense. 

Waugh uses a well-known Victorian novelist to anchor his work and amplify his 

concerns. He aligns himself with the mainstream English comic tradition in fiction, not 

the English Catholic literary renaissance. 
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Love Among the Ruins: “Gold, of course” 

We have clear enough impressions of other periods—whether they correspond at all to 

reality is another question. 

Waugh, “In Quest of the Pre-War Georgian,” May 1935 (EAR 165) 

 

Waugh wrote three short satires after Brideshead Revisited: “Scott-King’s 

Modern Europe” (1947), The Loved One: An Anglo-American Tragedy (1948), and Love 

Among the Ruins: A Romance of the Near Future (1953). Victorian culture features 

prominently in the latter two. 

Throughout The Loved One, the protagonist Dennis Barlow (a lesser Basil Seal) 

cons Aimée Thanatogenos, the lovely cosmetician at Whispering Glades cemetery, by 

sending her several famous English love poems as if they were of his own composition. 

Her American college degree acquainted “the loved one” with little in the way of 

romantic literature. He starts with Shakespeare: shall he compare her to a summer’s day? 

Encouraged, he tries again: will she admit him to her midnight pallet? (Housman). Will 

she walk among the sleeping crimson petals? (Tennyson). God set her brave eyes wide 

apart (Middleton). The facility of Whispering Glades lends poetic assistance to Barlow as 

well, with the “Lovers’ Seat,” a popular pseudo-sacramental site inviting couples to recite 

Burns’s “A Red, Red Rose” before kissing through a heart-shaped stone aperture. Toward 

the end of the novel when Barlow’s literature anthology has been picked clean of all but 

the most ribald poems (which would discomfort Aimée, who calls herself very “ethical”), 

he risks plagiarizing an American, Edgar Allen Poe: “Aimée, thy beauty is to me / Like 

those Nicean barks of yore” (“To Helen”). Barlow’s anthology and another Tennyson 

poem feature early in The Loved One as well, before Aimée’s appearance, as Barlow 
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reads “Tithonus” at his desk: “I wither slowly in thine arms, / Here at the quiet limit of 

the world.” 

The quotations are played for humor and amplification of the theme, if such an 

outrageous story can be said to have a theme, the love of death. The main setting is a 

fantastic celebrity cemetery in Los Angeles. Few would consider the story to be in any 

sense “Victorian,” and only one other of Waugh’s books might be expected to be less 

Victorian than The Loved One: Love Among the Ruins. This novella is unique among 

Waugh’s works. Vile Bodies ends apocalyptically on a muddy field in a new world war; 

the short story “Out of Depth” imagines its main character transported 500 years into the 

future, when white savages have overrun Britain; Love Among the Ruins is Waugh’s only 

dystopian fiction. Quite incongruously, it is soaked in Victorian poetry. 

Waugh did not revere Tennyson. Of Ruskin he writes, “As a thinker, aesthetically, 

politically, or theologically, there is an awful frivolity about him—as there was, indeed, 

about Tennyson” (EAR 464). Yet Love Among the Ruins opens with the description of “a 

rich, old-fashioned Tennysonian night” in the English country (Stories EW 469). It is the 

absurdity of the allusion that attracts Waugh. The country estate setting of this “rich, old-

fashioned” evening includes a string quartet in the drawing room and a garden full of 

lilies and fountains. The hero Miles Plastic is enjoying his last leisurely stroll through the 

grounds of Mountjoy Castle. But he is neither their owner nor a visitor. He is a prisoner. 

Mountjoy has recently been converted by the British government into a penitentiary. 

Miles is a pyromaniac who sent many “New Britons” to their deaths in a conflagration at 

an air force base. But in this ghastly country “there are no criminals. There are only the 

victims of inadequate social services” (476). Miles’s prison-time is brief, for his warden 
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runs the facility according to the “New Penology,” a theory that treats convicts with the 

greatest delicacy and respect. (Such theories have been one of Waugh’s targets since the 

macabre murder of Mr Prendergrast by a rogue convict in Decline and Fall.) After the 

happiest and most luxurious twenty months of his life, Miles is about to be released. He is 

crushed, for he well knows the dreadful conditions of life outside Mountjoy. 

Love Among the Ruins is not like the popular dystopias of Orwell and Huxley. 

Imagine the film Soylent Green (1973) as a rock opera or a Broadway show, and you will 

have approached the book’s peculiar charm. The “ruins” of the title are of course 

national, social, cultural, and personal. Britain is an impoverished nanny state. The story 

is outrageous and frequently hilarious. The relentless satire would grow tiring in a novel, 

but is perfect for a novella. Waugh’s other late political satire, “Scott-King’s Modern 

Europe,” is tame by comparison. 

Among literary rather than cinematic kin, one obvious candidate is 

Dickens’s Little Dorrit, with its Circumlocution Office, the government department that 

specializes in “how not to do it.” The same basic principle regulates a state facility in 

Waugh’s story, the “Euthanasia Center” at Satellite City.
193

 Dr Beamish, head of the 

Center, keeps his applicants “waiting so long that often they died natural deaths before he 

found it convenient to poison them” (481). And when the lines of applicants (or 

“patients”) outside the door swell with the suffering and the bored, the doctor considers 

charging a fee. “It’s the only way to keep down the demand” (482). 

The story shares one feature with Brave New World. As in that novel Waugh’s 

New Britons receive practical sexual education in primary school at the state’s expense. 

Waugh describes the experience of his deranged hero, the consummate “Modern Man”: 
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 Cf. somewhat distantly the “Home of Rest” in Msgr. Benson's 1907 apocalypse, Lord of the World. 
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For Miles, child of the State, Sex had been part of the curriculum at every 

stage of his education; first in diagrams, then in demonstrations, then in 

application, he had mastered all the antics of procreation. Love was a word 

seldom used except by politicians and by them only in moments of pure 

fatuity. (487) 

 

So much for the “ruins.” The “love” of the title refers to Clara, who from her youth has 

been assigned to the Drama Department. She is an excellent dancer, the best in her class. 

Before launching her career, she undergoes a surgery meant to render her permanently 

infertile, lest pregnancy interfere with her figure. But something goes wrong with the 

procedure and she grows a long, lovely, golden beard. Urged by her colleagues and 

directors to apply at the Euthanasia office, she meets Miles, who has found a cushy job 

opening door and ushering in the patients. “Orphans get all the plums,” a coworker 

complains (480). Miles is smitten. It is the beard that conquers Miles’s state education 

and gives “love” a new, humane meaning for him. 

The romance is short-lived. Clara conceives a child, aborts without consulting 

Miles, and undergoes a surgery to remove the beard, along with all the skin on her lower 

face. Miles does not take the losses well and consoles himself by burning down 

Mountjoy. He then receives a promotion. Officially no one knows him as the arsonist. 

His new job will be to tour the nation and promote the New Penology of which he is so 

excellent a product. The story ends as Miles fiddles with his state-issued pocket lighter. 

What does this story have to do with the Victorians? In the first few pages Waugh 

clearly and ironically compares Miles, consummate Modern Man and “child of the 

State,” to well-bred Victorians and the good men of other eras in European history: “No 

clean-living, God-fearing, Victorian gentleman, he; no complete man of the Renaissance; 

no genteel knight nor dutiful pagan nor, even, noble savage. All that succession of past 
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worthies had gone its way, content to play a prelude to Miles. He was the Modern Man” 

(472). But the most important allusion to Victorian culture is the title of the story, which 

is taken directly from Robert Browning’s poem of the same name (published in Men and 

Women, 1855). To see its relevance we need the full text: 

Where the quiet-coloured end of evening smiles,  1 

         Miles and miles 

On the solitary pastures where our sheep 

         Half-asleep 

Tinkle homeward thro’ the twilight, stray or stop 

         As they crop— 

Was the site once of a city great and gay, 

         (So they say) 

Of our country’s very capital, its prince 

         Ages since      10 

Held his court in, gathered councils, wielding far 

         Peace or war. 

 

Now the country does not even boast a tree, 

         As you see, 

To distinguish slopes of verdure, certain rills 

         From the hills 

Intersect and give a name to, (else they run 

         Into one) 

Where the domed and daring palace shot its spires 

         Up like fires      20 

O’er the hundred-gated circuit of a wall 

         Bounding all 

Made of marble, men might march on nor be prest 

         Twelve abreast. 

 

And such plenty and perfection, see, of grass 

         Never was! 

Such a carpet as, this summer-time, o’er-spreads 

         And embeds 

Every vestige of the city, guessed alone, 

         Stock or stone—      30 

Where a multitude of men breathed joy and woe 

         Long ago; 

Lust of glory pricked their hearts up, dread of shame 

         Struck them tame; 

And that glory and that shame alike, the gold 

         Bought and sold. 
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Now—the single little turret that remains 

         On the plains, 

By the caper overrooted, by the gourd 

         Overscored,      40 

While the patching houseleek’s head of blossom winks 

         Through the chinks— 

Marks the basement whence a tower in ancient time 

         Sprang sublime, 

And a burning ring, all round, the chariots traced 

         As they raced, 

And the monarch and his minions and his dames 

         Viewed the games. 

 

And I know, while thus the quiet-coloured eve 

         Smiles to leave      50 

To their folding, all our many-tinkling fleece 

         In such peace, 

And the slopes and rills in undistinguished grey 

         Melt away— 

That a girl with eager eyes and yellow hair 

         Waits me there 

In the turret whence the charioteers caught soul 

         For the goal, 

When the king looked, where she looks now, breathless, dumb 

            Till I come.      60 

 

But he looked upon the city, every side, 

         Far and wide, 

All the mountains topped with temples, all the glades’ 

         Colonnades, 

All the causeys, bridges, aqueducts,—and then 

         All the men! 

When I do come, she will speak not, she will stand, 

         Either hand 

On my shoulder, give her eyes the first embrace 

         Of my face,      70 

Ere we rush, ere we extinguish sight and speech 

         Each on each. 

 

In one year they sent a million fighters forth 

         South and North, 

And they built their gods a brazen pillar high 

         As the sky 

Yet reserved a thousand chariots in full force— 

         Gold, of course. 



248 

 

O heart! oh blood that freezes, blood that burns! 

         Earth's returns      80 

For whole centuries of folly, noise and sin! 

         Shut them in, 

With their triumphs and their glories and the rest! 

         Love is best. 

 

Waugh’s use of the poem is extensive and fascinating. Miles and Clara’s “love 

among the ruins” has already been made clear. It might seem that Waugh adopts 

precisely the opposite position from the original poem. Browning’s thoughtful shepherd 

considers the glories and weaknesses of a long-dead civilization and finds them wanting 

in comparison to a private affair: “love is best.” In Waugh’s story the esteem for the 

private over the public is the same, but the target of the satire is the immediate past (cf. 

“near future” in the subtitle). At a more fundamental level Waugh’s narrator and 

Browning’s shepherd agree. To see why we need to look for a moment at Waugh’s career 

as a whole. Waugh is not a nostalgic reactionary; Sonnenfeld’s reading is quite mistaken. 

Twenty years earlier Waugh condemned Tony Last’s simplistic view of European history 

and culture. One year before publishing Love Among the Ruins, Waugh published Men at 

Arms (1952), which would become the first of three volumes in Sword of Honor. In this 

book Waugh prepares for his masterpiece’s central critique, which is aimed not at a 

nation but at a person. His target is exactly the protagonist Guy Crouchback’s romantic 

view of war and facile conception of a golden age. With the Molotov-Ribbontrop pact, 

“now, splendidly, everything had become clear. The enemy at last was plain in view, 

huge and hateful, all disguise cast off. It was the Modern Age in arms” (Sword of Honor, 

Kindle Locations 85-86). Miles Plastic is a pure representative of everything Guy hates 

about his own civilization. It takes three novels for Guy to learn the fatuity of his 

presumption. It is true that Waugh cannot abide present evils, but he also knows the perils 
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of a naïve view of history. What brings Waugh and Browning together is their shared 

recognition of the superior value of private acts of love (or charity), epitomized in Guy’s 

Habakkuk-like decision to take back Virginia and adopt another man’s child, and his 

attempt to save two hundred Jews from duplicitous Croatian partisans. Browning’s 

shepherd is happier than Guy, but both recognize the lasting importance of individual 

lives and private virtues. 

Love Among the Ruins is not a Catholic novel but a satirical lark, so it lacks these 

positive doctrines. But consider its other uses of Browning’s poem. Characterization: 

The hero’s name is suggested by “miles and miles” (l. 2). Setting: Satellite City is built on 

the ruins of an unknown city, “one of a hundred such grand conceptions” (Stories EW 

479). Mountjoy excepted, we do not visit any other part of New Britain, but Browning’s 

“site once of a city great and gay” (l. 7) is a fair gloss on the national “ruins.” The whole 

nation, city and country, has been overrun by modern barbarians. Browning’s “domed 

and daring palace” (l. 19) has its depressing analogue in Satellite City’s half-functional 

“Dome of Security,” the city’s “sole permanent building” (479). Upon opening it was 

celebrated with “massed politicians and People’s Choirs,” but disappointment set in 

immediately. The architect did not consider the crowded urban planning, so the dome 

cannot be seen from street-level. The lights are unreliable; the elevators don’t work; the 

windows are blacked out with tar, and only scratches (made by what desperate sub-

official?) admit natural light. It houses, among other official institutions, the ineptly run 

Euthanasia Department. Theme: The moral critique of civilization in Browning’s poem is 

found in ll. 35-6: “And that glory and that shame alike, the gold / Bought and sold.” This 

too carries over into Waugh’s story. The origin of Miles’s woes, and by extension all the 



250 

 

ills of New Britain, is criminal postwar taxation (from which Waugh suffered much, 

personally). Miles receives special treatment from the state, funded by these taxes, 

because he has been raised by the state. He is an Orphan, a special class of Briton: 

Before his birth the politicians had succeeded in bringing down his father 

and mother to penury; they, destitute, had thrown themselves into the 

simple diversions of the very poor and thus, between one war and the next, 

set in motion a chain-reaction of divorces which scattered them and their 

various associates in forlorn couples all over the Free World. (472-3) 

 

The point for both Browning and Waugh is that greed, especially at the level of society 

rather than the individual, nourishes other vices: the love of money is the root of all civic 

evil. Browning calls these secondary vices “lust of glory” and “dread of shame” (ll. 33) 

and “folly, noise and sin”; but the primary evil is the love of “gold, of course” (l. 78). Just 

as Browning’s shepherd regrets his ancestors’ huge armies and idols (ll. 73-77), Waugh 

regrets the collection and waste of tax dollars: “Huge sums were thenceforward spent 

upon [Miles]; sums which, fifty years earlier, would have sent whole quiverfuls of boys 

to Winchester and New College and established them in learned professions” (473). 

Imagery: The supreme use to which Waugh puts Browning’s poem is found in the 

fifth stanza. The shepherd’s beloved is a traditional Arcadian beauty with “eager eyes and 

yellow hair” (l. 55). It was a sublime imaginative feat to place Clara’s golden hair on her 

face. As her dancer’s form emerges from the obscurity of a shadow, “one feature only 

broke the canon of pure beauty; a long, silken, corn-gold beard” (482). Waugh continues 

the pastoral motif, which also recalls the problem of greed (“corn-gold”): 

She smiled. Her beard was not so thick as quite to obscure her delicate 

ovoid of cheek and chin. She might have been peeping at him over ripe 

heads of barley. 

 

Then he loosens the bonds on fantasy: 
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Her smile started in her wide gray eyes. Her lips under her golden 

mustachios were unpainted, tactile. A line of pale down sprang below 

them and ran through the center of the chin, spreading and thickening and 

growing richer in color till it met the full flow of the whiskers, but leaving 

on either side, clear and tender, two symmetrical zones, naked and 

provocative. So might have smiled some carefree deacon in the 

colonnaded schools of fifth-century Alexandria and struck dumb the 

heresiarchs. (485) 

 

It was also an inspired decision to illustrate Love Among the Ruins (see Figure 3).
194

 

Conclusion 

The rich allusiveness of Waugh’s fiction has hardly been exhausted by this 

chapter—to do so would require a commentary on each novel. In fact I have not 

exhausted the Victorian allusions in his books. They are often found in titles. “Charles 

Ryder’s Schooldays” recalls Tom Brown’s Schooldays. Helena recalls two Victorian 

historical fictions written by Catholic ecclesiastics: Newman’s Callista and Cardinal 

Wiseman’s Fabiola. The Ordeal of Gilbert Pinfold takes both title and theme from 

George Meredith’s The Ordeal of Richard Feverel. Whereas Richard Feverel suffers 

from “the system,” his father’s lunatic theory of education, Pinfold undergoes the test of 

genuine lunacy and hallucination. 

He had been dauntless a minute before in the face of his enemies. Now he 

was struck with real fear, something totally different from the superficial 

alarms he had once or twice known in moments of danger, something he 

had quite often read about and dismissed as over-writing. He was 

possessed from outside himself with atavistic panic. “O let me not be mad, 

not mad, sweet heaven,” he cried. (Kindle loc. 1276-1279). 

 

Waugh the Catholic novelist transforms this “ordeal” into an explicitly religious test. 

“But it was exciting,” said Mr. Pinfold when he and his wife were alone in 

the car driving home. “It was the most exciting thing, really, that ever 

happened to me ,” and during the days which followed he recounted every 

detail of his long ordeal. (Kindle loc. 2095-2097)  

                                                           
194

 The section on Love Among the Ruins incorporates material previously published on my personal blog. 
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“That’s a relief,” said Mrs. Pinfold, but Mr. Pinfold accepted this 

diagnosis less eagerly. He knew, and the others did not know— not even 

his wife, least of all his medical adviser —that he had endured a great 

ordeal, and unaided, had emerged the victor. There was a triumph to be 

celebrated, even if a mocking slave stood always beside him in his chariot 

reminding him of mortality. (Kindle loc. 2124-2127). 

 

The third chapter of Pinfold alludes to David Copperfield, Bleak House, Great 

Expectations, Diary of a Nobody, and Philip Henry Gosse. In the fourth chapter one of 

Pinfold’s phantoms recalls “the dissolute law students and government clerks of mid-

Victorian fiction” (Kindle Locations 839-840), and another accuses him of stealing the 

moonstone. In the fifth chapter an auditory hallucination reminds Pinfold of Francis 

Hastings Doyle’s poem “The Private of the Buffs.” In the seventh chapter Pinfold takes 

the offensive against the voices, quieting them by reading aloud from Westward Ho! It is 

the revenge of Tony Last. 

Victorian culture thus provides numerous points of reference throughout the story. 

But the novel is also full of allusions to Shakespeare, particularly King Lear, another 

English story of madness, torture, and betrayal, and The Tempest, with its aery sprite 

invisibly manipulating various characters. Two of these allusions are on the surface of the 

story: the ship on which Pinfold sails is the Caliban. The cruelest voice Pinfold hears is 

not named by any of the other voices, so he dubs her “Goneril” while listening to the 

torture of a sailor. But her partner in the torture is Captain Steerforth!
195

 

The Sword of Honor trilogy also contains significant Victorian allusions, though 

since it is a much longer work than Pinfold the Victorianism is diluted: Trollope in 

Chapters 1 and 10; Dickens’s Nicholas Nickleby in Chapters 2, 5, and 9; Great 

                                                           
195

 Goneril is a pure delusion. The captain is a real character in the story, the conductor of the Caliban, to 

whom Pinfold’s drug- and drink-addled mind imputes the imagined crime. 
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Expectations in Chapter 4; Browning in Chapter 5; Carroll and Dickens in Chapters 6 and 

10. Many of these allusions fall from the lips of Frank de Souza, a comic figure in Men at 

Arms and Officers and Gentleman who turns sinister in Unconditional Surrender. De 

Souza’s equivocal character symbolizes Waugh’s complex attitude toward the Victorians. 

Like Pinfold and Sword of Honor, the story “Basil Seal Rides Again” (1963) 

grows out of Waugh’s own life—in this case his own experience as a father and writer—

by reviving the scurrilous hero of Black Mischief and Put Out More Flags. The subtitle is 

“The Rake’s Regress,” recalling Hogarth’s series of paintings, but this story also contains 

an important literary link to the nineteenth century. The Victorian text in question is 

Edward Lear’s poem “The Pobble Who Has No Toes.” Waugh had long admired Lear. 

Agatha Runcible is a doomed figure in Vile Bodies. Waugh reviewed a biography of Lear 

in 1938 (EAR 230-2). After the conclusion of Put Out More Flags, Basil somehow turns 

honest soldier, but his service is cut short by the accidental mangling of one foot. He 

loses all his toes in a demonstration of explosives for his troops. Basil’s daughter 

Barbara, whose desire to marry a most unsuitable young man provides the story with a 

plot, frequently addresses her father with Learian nicknames: “old Pobble”, “toeless 

wonder” (Stories EW 510). But unlike the three stories examined above, none of the 

allusions in Pinfold, Sword, or “Basil” does much more than provide comic relief (de 

Souza comparing the barracks to Dotheboys Hall) or contribute rather distantly to 

characterization (Uncle Peregrine reading Can You Forgive Her? aloud to Virginia 

Crouchback). We do not find dense intertextual networks or formal connections, except 

of course for Waugh’s continued use of abstract characters. Waugh’s reading in English 

literature was profound and acute, and his interests were peculiar and common. He once 
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characterized “literary ‘creation’” as a “sudden flash and fusion of idea and observed 

fact” (EAR 355). Included among such observations is the reading of books, as the 

Preface to Helena makes explicit. His fiction demonstrates the imaginative fertility 

possible after a lifetime of reading.  
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Chapter 6: Graham Greene 

How 19th century of Greene to make his skeptical and detached protagonist a doctor! 

Sonnenfeld on The Burnt-Out Case (Crossroads xvii) 

 

Thanks to Waugh’s extensive literary criticism, in the previous chapter I was able 

to describe his use of “Victorian rules of fiction” in the creation of comic abstract 

characters. This cannot be done with Graham Greene, who had fewer Victorian masters 

than Waugh, and who (ever disloyal) frequently disobeyed their precepts in preference 

for the French. Yet there is still much to be said for my thesis. If Greene did not follow 

Victorian patterns of fiction, he frequently alludes to Victorian culture. While these 

allusions are sometimes negative—“Progress, Human Dignity, great Victorian 

conceptions that life denies at every turn” (The Lawless Roads 70)—intertextual analysis 

with Anthony Trollope and Charles Dickens, shows that he had a divided but ultimately 

positive judgment on nineteenth-century England. 

Pilgrimages into the past: Journey Without Maps and The Lawless Roads 

We are too apt to minimize the magic element in Christianity—the man raised from the 

dead, the devils cast out…the spittle mixed with clay. 

Greene, The Lawless Roads 171 

 

He make no disguise of the fact the Mexico disgusted him. In fairness, it must be added 

that England disgusts him, too. 

Waugh, rev. The Lawless Roads (EAR 249) 

 

Preparatory work is required to understand the role played by Anthony Trollope 

in Graham Greene’s religious imagination. Whatever might be said of Greene’s later 

globetrotting, his first two journeys produced full-length travel books with the character 

of pilgrimages. Journey Without Maps (1935) is a socio-cultural and psychological 

pilgrimage. His purpose is to find “one’s place in time” (19), to “discover…from what we 
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have come,” to “recall at which point we went astray” (21). The pronouns one and we 

indicate the personal and social dimensions of this quest. Greene hopes the mapless 

journey will satisfy his peculiar desire for “seediness” (19), but he also wants to 

understand communal corruption: “Today our world seems peculiarly subject to brutality. 

…We, like Wordsworth, are living after a war and a revolution” (21). Revealing a 

mistrust of intellectual activity Greene remarks, “centuries of cerebration have brought 

us” close to “extinction.” It is a marked difference from Waugh. 

The Lawless Roads (1939) describes a more traditional religious pilgrimage. At 

one point he describes the “real object of my journey” as the city of San Cristóbal de Las 

Casas in the state of Chiapas (Lawless 85). Greene first learns of this city from an exiled 

Mexican bishop. Priests are forbidden from the state, but San Cristóbal remains “a very 

Catholic town” (84). Greene is no longer conducting a social-psychological investigation; 

he wants holiness. The climax of the book recounts his visit to a shrine on Easter Sunday; 

a false shrine, as it happens (184-192). It would not be a Graham Greene book without 

dashed hopes. Greene still has social interests, but from the very beginning one notes the 

intensely personal and spiritual nature of the quest. What is most curious for my purpose 

is Anthony Trollope’s role in this second book. The Barchester novels are mentioned 

several times and considered in some depth. Trollope’s significance in the more clearly 

religious narrative makes The Lawless Roads a keen example of Graham Greene’s 

“ecumenical craft.” 

Things are usually crooked when it comes to Greene, and the reader will not find 

the pilgrimages on the surface of either travelogue, but the spiritual dynamic of the 

second book becomes clear when contrasted with Journey Without Maps. Near the 
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beginning of Journey, Greene announces the almost purely intellectual character of his 

faith: “I am a Catholic with an intellectual if not an emotional belief in Catholic dogma; I 

find that intellectually I can accept the fact that to miss a Mass on Sunday is to be guilty 

of mortal sin” (17). But he does not ‘feel’ such sins when he commits or intends to 

commit them (the difference between committing and intending to commit is negligible 

from a Christian ethical standpoint, a technicality Greene exploits for dramatic purposes 

in The Heart of the Matter). Given Greene’s mistrust of the intellect, it seems safe to say 

that at the time of the first journey, he does not value his faith. 

The trip to Mexico brought religious emotions to life. The chief themes of The 

Lawless Roads are the conflict of Church and state
196

 and the suffering of the individual 

from the effects of personal and corporate sin.
197

 The meandering nature of the book 

represents Greene’s ongoing struggle between doubt and faith. Greene’s faith was 

troubled from the beginning. There is the question of whether he believed (or claimed to 

believe) Catholic dogma in order to marry a pretty girl. His baptismal name of “Thomas” 

was chosen in reference to the disciple who doubted, not the scholastic theologian. Here 

is an utterly typical Graham Greene sentence from The Lawless Roads: “well, it was 

Easter, we were celebrating the death of God” (173). This is of course true from a 

theological and sociological standpoint, but it is not all of the truth: what about the 

resurrection? Here is another typical specimen from the same chapter that captures the 

modern pilgrim’s ennui: “There were more decrepit taxis than usual, and a car or two 
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  The “Author’s Note” to the original edition emphasizes the religious element, and in the “Note to the 

Third Edition” Greene writes, “if may seem now that the author dwells too much on a religious situation 

liable to change at the expense of the more permanent sides of Mexican life. My excuse must be that I was 

commissioned to write a book on the religious situation….” 
197

 See the three epigraphs. 
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drove round and round” (178). In stationary objects Greene tends to find decay or 

stagnation, and in mobile things he sees the mindless repetition of meaningless tasks. 

The trip to Mexico does seem to have modified Greene’s religion for the better.
 198

 

In Ways of Escape (1980), the second volume of his autobiography, Greene confirmed 

that during his travels in Chiapas and Tabasco, “I discovered some emotional belief, 

among the empty and ruined churches from which the priests had been excluded” (79-

80). The influence of the trip, along with his regular reading in theology (“sometimes 

with fascination, sometimes with repulsion, nearly always with interest”), combined to 

make Catholicism something more than purely “symbolic” for Greene (Ways 78, 79).
199

 

The immediate literary results of the change are The Lawless Roads and Greene’s 

masterpiece, The Power and the Glory (1940). We should expect to find the dynamics of 

conversion in the second travelogue, and we do, though not in a straightforward fashion. 

In Catholic parlance “conversion” can refer to the initial moment of faith and 

repentance (Guldner) or to subsequent moral and spiritual growth (CCC 1422-1439). 

Thus there is no contradiction between the second page of the book, where Greene writes 

that “faith came to me” at age thirteen (Lawless 14) and his later testimony that he found 

“emotional belief” as an adult. (Whether or not we should accept the psychology implicit 

in these terms is another question, which I will not consider here.) Greene opens The 

Lawless Roads with a three-part Prologue that expatiates on his youth—another instance 

of “finding…one’s place in time” (Journey 19). As a boy Greene was caught between the 

“two countries” of school and home: 
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 Michael Shelden’s tendentious biography, which claims the Mexico trip was entirely a matter of 

escaping the embarrassing Shirley Temple lawsuit, remains unpersuasive. Why then does Greene mention 

the lawsuit and Temple by name in the book (205)? 
199

 I am not sure how to relate this “symbolism” to what Greene earlier called his merely “intellectual” 

belief. 
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Two countries just here lay side by side. From the croquet lawn, from the 

raspberry canes, from the greenhouse and the tennis lawn you could 

always see—dominatingly—the great square Victorian buildings of garish 

brick: they looked down like skyscrapers on a small green countryside 

where the fruit trees grew and the rabbits munched. …If you pushed open 

a green baize door in a passage by my father’s study, you entered another 

passage deceptively similar, but none the less you were on alien ground. 

There would be a slight smell of iodine from the matron’s room, of damp 

towels from the changing rooms, of ink everywhere. Shut the door behind 

you again, and the world smelt differently: books and fruit and eau-de-

Cologne. (Lawless 13) 

 

The home (croquet, raspberries, tennis, rabbits, eau-de-Cologne) is his refuge from the 

school (garish architecture, the matron, iodine, damp towels, spilled ink). The green door 

is the border between the two countries, for Greene’s father is an administrator at the 

school and their home adjoins the campus. Young Graham is a dual citizen. Since the two 

countries are at war, his schoolmates suspect divided loyalties and treat him like a 

quisling. In A Sort of Life (1971), the first volume of his autobiography, Greene writes, 

“Years later when I read the sermon on hell in Joyce’s Portrait of the Artist I recognized 

the land I inhabited” (74). 

It was through this borderland experience that Greene first came to believe in 

God. The cruelty he witnessed and suffered in the “lawless” country of school sent him 

shuddering back to the friendlier country and to prayer. Such, at least, is the adult 

Greene’s analysis: “I began to believe in heaven because I believed in hell” (14). It is 

entirely characteristic of Greene to emphasize the demonic and infernal over the angelic 

and celestial. After his adulthood conversion to Catholicism, he began “slowly, painfully, 

reluctantly, to populate heaven,” but the emphasis always remains on the macabre, the 

perverse, the almost blasphemous: “the appalling mysteries of love moving through a 

ravaged world” (15). No one disputes the “ravaged world,” but few will follow Greene’s 
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“reluctance” to believe in goodness at all, or accept his characterization of divine love as 

(if it exists) “appalling.”
200

 Greene does not evil forgivable. 

In the remainder of Part I of the Prologue (titled “The Anarchists”), the adult 

Greene returns to his hometown, where he finds still more evidence of the reality of evil. 

The lawless country has expanded its reach. Hell would not stay confined at the school 

but spread abroad to “ravage” the world. There are the Catholic “Irish servant girls” who 

cut their priest in public and “creep out of back doors in the early dark” (15). There is the 

young couple—a pregnant mother and her boyfriend—who commit joint suicide at the 

train tracks; according to her father, the girl could not face the prospect of another 

delivery, having given birth two years earlier at age thirteen (the age at which Greene 

believed) (16). There is the story in the local paper about a recent homicide, including the 

gruesome detail about the ease with which the knife plunged into the husband’s chest 

(17). Finally and less sensationally Greene regrets the popularity of a new, vulgar board 

game called Monopoly (17). 

In the middle of this series of modern evils Greene remarks casually that he will 

soon be traveling to Mexico. He doubts the trip will be worthwhile. “Well, next month, 

perhaps Mexico…and why Mexico? Did I really expect to find there what I hadn’t found 

here? ‘Why, this is hell,’ Mephistopheles told Faustus, ‘nor am I out of it’” (17). If Hell 

lies about us in our infancy (14) and neither God nor Church can free us from its clutches, 

if the United Kingdom reveals no “way of escape”: why should Mexico be different? 

Greene’s purely intellectual faith is not enough for him. But he has hope. He has heard 

rumors of angels. Part II of the Prologue is titled “The Faith.” (The untitled Part III 

                                                           
200

 “Appalling” is one of Greene’s favorite adjectives, cropping up at significant moments in each of the 

Catholic novels. In The Lawless Roads he uses it four times (15, 82, 135, 169), twice as a modifier for 

“strangeness.” 
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contains only two sentences, but they are significant. More below.) “The Faith” relates 

the recent history of Mexico and the heroic martyrdom of Father Miguel Pro, the Jesuit 

martyr who, like Edmund Campion in sixteenth-century England (the parallel is drawn by 

Greene), returns to his native land after receiving religious instruction abroad to 

administer the sacraments in defiance of the government. Executed in 1927, Pro was 

beatified by Pope John Paul II in 1998. The historical, English witness of Campion is not 

enough for Greene. Like the Apostle Thomas, he demands to touch live wounds. If any 

nation can give Greene what he seeks, it is Mexico. While the government of President 

Cárdenas (1934-1940) is officially atheist and socialist, the two states of Tabasco and 

Chiapas continue the anticlerical persecutions that began in 1926. It is to these states that 

Greene means to travel, in search of another Pro. He will not find pure holiness, but he 

will find, among the very poor, “the population of heaven” (165; cf. 15). 

The final section of the Prologue knits together the first two sections, supplies the 

rationale for the autobiographical venture, and justifies the slightly odd use of “countries” 

(rather than cultures or societies) for the two realms of school and home. The paragraph 

establishes two parallels. The young Greene’s anarchic School is to Home as the mature 

Greene’s lawless Mexico is to the United States. Anyone familiar with The Quiet 

American (1955) knows Greene’s opinion of America, and there is plenty of evidence in 

The Lawless Roads that this opinion was firmly established by the late 1930s. After 

reading some “American women’s magazines” (180), Greene writes, “I loathed Mexico, 

but there were times when it seemed as if there were worse places” (184). The America-

Home parallel suggests an unpleasant and probably unwarranted judgment on his family, 
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but Greene’s focus is not really America or Home. He has tried Anglo-American 

civilization. He hopes an excursion into enemy territory will stimulate his faith. 

“Hope” may seem too optimistic a verb for the creator of Greeneland. The 

narrator of the Prologue is skeptical despite his certainty about the heroism of Fr. Pro: 

“Did I really expect to find there what I hadn’t found here?” (17). Nevertheless hope in 

the theological sense is the proper word. It recurs frequently throughout the book (47, 68, 

74, 95, 96, 127, 128, 150, 153, 156, 159, 161, 162, 181, 223, 224) and is underscored by 

the epigraph from John Henry Newman. 

To consider the world in its length and breadth, its various history, 

the many races of man, their starts, their fortunes, their mutual alienation, 

their conflicts; and then their ways, habits, governments, forms of 

worship; their enterprise, their aimless courses, their random achievements 

and acquirements, the impotent conclusion of long-standing facts, the 

tokens, so faint and broken, of a superintending design, the blind evolution 

of what turn out to be great powers or truth, the progress of things, as if 

from unreasoning elements, not towards final causes, the greatness and 

littleness of man, his far-reaching aims, his short duration, the curtain 

hung over his futurity, the disappointments of life, the defeat of good, the 

success of evil, physical pain, mental anguish, the prevalence and intensity 

of sin, the pervading idolatries, the corruptions, the dreary hopeless 

irreligion, that condition of the whole race, so fearfully yet exactly 

described in the Apostle’s words, ‘having no hope and without God in the 

world,’—all this is a vision to dizzy and appall; and inflicts upon the mind 

the sense of a profound mystery, which is absolutely beyond human 

solution. 

What shall be said to this heart-piercing, reason-bewildering fact? I 

can only answer, that either there is no Creator, or this living society of 

men is in a true sense discarded from His presence…if there be a 

God, since there is a God, the human race is implicated in some terrible 

aboriginal calamity. 

 

“Hope” is not only Newman’s word; it is also St. Paul’s. The move from “if” to “since” 

in the final sentence shows that even the creator of Greeneland sees reasons for hope. 

It would be presumptuous to say that Greene eventually lost his hope, that he 

became one of those who are “without God in the world.” In later life Greene was less 
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inclined to turn to religion for a solution to the “terrible aboriginal calamity” and 

reconsidered the claims of socialism. Even in The Power and the Glory he clearly 

admires the misguided communist lieutenant. But in The Lawless Roads Greene has 

nothing but disdain for “cheery” socialism (155). The narrative suffers from its episodic 

nature (“the random thoughts of a bored man” [199]), but binding together everything is 

the problematic of faith and doubt. Throughout the book Greene tentatively places faith 

in a variety of objects: other people (Mexicans, Indians, fellow travelers and tourists), the 

landscape, and of course God. 

What role does Anthony Trollope play in The Lawless Roads? The first mention 

of Trollope occurs while Greene is in Texas, trying to cross the U.S.-Mexico border. “I 

tried to read myself to sleep with Barchester Towers” (33). It is not a flattering 

beginning, but he is anxious to enter Mexico; sanctity may be nearby. “So many years 

have passed in England since the war began between faith and anarchy: we live in an 

ugly indifference. Over here lay the grave of Pro, Tabasco with every church destroyed, 

and Chiapas, were the Mass was forbidden” (34).
201

 Trollope’s virtues pale in 

comparison. Greene then quotes two passages describing Mr Arabin. In the second 

installment of the Chronicles of Barsetshire (1857), Archdeacon Grantly persuades 

Arabin to move to Barchester to combat the incoming Bishop and Mrs Proudie and their 

odious chaplain, Mr Slope. Greene does not mention it, but Arabin is surely of interest to 

him because he nearly followed Newman into the Roman Catholic Church. Only an 

accidental meeting with a brother cleric (Revd. Josiah Crawley, the protagonist of The 

Last Chronicle of Barset) saves Arabin from, in the narrator’s words, sacrificing “all he 

had, his powers of mind, his free agency, the fresh running waters of his mind’s fountain, 
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 Note the return of the section titles from the Prologue, faith and anarchy. 
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his very inner self, for an easy path in which no fighting would be needed” (Barchester 

204). Instead of remarking on this element of the book, Greene offers a telling judgment 

on Trollope as an author: “Trollope’s gentle irony, the sense of breakfasts at the 

archdeacon’s, dining-room prayers, and somewhere in the far distance, beyond the 

Barchester spires, a doubt about everything.  …I thought of Father Pro coming into this 

country in disguise” (34). 

“A doubt about everything.” Radical skepticism probably does not strike many 

readers as one of Trollope’s central characteristics. What matters for my purposes is how 

Greene understood Trollope, not the Victorian’s actual world-view. But if one goes to 

Trollope looking for this quality, it can be found. There is more than a hint of the vacuity 

of the Christian religion in a passage from that very pleasant first volume in the 

Chronicles of Barsetshire, The Warden (1855): 

Having settled this point to his satisfaction, the doctor stepped 

down to the hospital, to learn how matters were going on there; and as he 

walked across the hallowed close, and looked up at the ravens who cawed 

with a peculiar reverence as he wended his way, he thought with increased 

acerbity of those whose impiety would venture to disturb the goodly grace 

of cathedral institutions. 

And who has not felt the same? We believe that Mr Horseman 

himself would relent, and the spirit of Sir Benjamin Hall give way, were 

those great reformers to allow themselves to stroll by moonlight round the 

towers of some of our ancient churches. Who would not feel charity for a 

prebendary when walking the quiet length of that long aisle at Winchester, 

looking at those decent houses, that trim grass-plat, and feeling, as one 

must, the solemn, orderly comfort of the spot! Who could be hard upon a 

dean while wandering round the sweet close of Hereford, and owning that 

in that precinct, tone and colour, design and form, solemn tower and 

storied window, are all in unison, and all perfect! Who could lie basking in 

the cloisters of Salisbury, and gaze on Jewel's library and that unequalled 

spire, without feeling that bishops should sometimes be rich! 

The tone of our archdeacon's mind must not astonish us; it has 

been the growth of centuries of church ascendancy; and though some 

fungi now disfigure the tree, though there be much dead wood, for how 

much good fruit have not we to be thankful? Who, without remorse, can 
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batter down the dead branches of an old oak, now useless, but, ah! still so 

beautiful, or drag out the fragments of the ancient forest, without feeling 

that they sheltered the younger plants, to which they are now summoned 

to give way in a tone so peremptory and so harsh? (45) 

 

Subtle book! The novel is so gentle, but in this passage Trollope’s narrator could not be 

more critical. Although the third paragraph tempers the irony, it also contains the sharpest 

critique: “useless, but, ah!, still so beautiful.” One recalls Waugh on Rossetti, “arguing 

from premises that it knows to be false but dares not abandon.” 

We possess a testimony about Greene’s affection for Trollope: “He very much 

liked his short Autobiography although he sometimes found it a bit sentimental. He 

preferred the political novels, The Way We Live Now and The Eustace Diamonds to his 

‘Barchester’ novels” (Duran 46). This may be true of the later period in Greene’s life 

when Duran knew him, but in Mexico Greene read the Barsetshire novels. The next 

mention of Trollope in The Lawless Roads is after Greene has reached in Tabasco, “the 

Godless state”: “I went back to the hotel to bed and began to read Dr Thorne,” the 1858 

sequel to Barchester Towers (113). Greene continues: 

Trollope is a good author to read in a foreign land—especially in a land so 

different from anything one has ever known as this. It enables you to keep 

touch with the familiar. A cockchafer came buzzing and beating through 

the room and I turned out the light—the light went out all over 

Barsetshire, the hedges and the rectories and the paddocks dropped into 

darkness, and as the cockchafers buzzed and beat one felt the excitement 

of this state where the hunted priest had worked for so many years, hidden 

in swamps and forests, with no leave train or billet behind the lines. 

 

Small praise; the unpromising beginning is not undone here. The good that Greene 

receives from reading Trollope is a matter of contrast. The doubting Catholic in a strange 

land reads the doubting Victorian’s description of home, and the book’s contrast with his 

present surroundings fires the imagination with a vision of pure charity. As the school-
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home problematic first led the boy to Anglican faith, so reading Trollope among the 

Mexican cockchafers renews his Catholic hope. 

The next allusion to Trollope is more positive and too long to quote in full. 

Greene is still in Tabasco, but by now the excitement is gone and has been replaced by 

something like despair. “No hope anywhere: I have never been in a country where you 

are more aware all the time of hate” (127). The particular forms of hatred in the town of 

Villahermosa are propagandistic posters of venal clerics: “a crucified woman with a 

lecherous friar kissing her feet,” etc. The hatred overwhelms Greene and he retreats to his 

room to read. “I lay in bed and read Trollope, with nostalgia” (128). He has not yet 

finished Dr Thorne. Then Greene pauses the travel narrative to revisit the question of 

what books one should read abroad. From his experience here and in West Africa he 

formulates a rule: “what one really needs is contrast.” We saw this in the previous 

example, the rectory offsetting the swamp. Then like Evelyn Waugh reflecting on his 

experience of Dickens in South America, Greene admits that “the sentiment of Dr 

Thorne” would have been more problematic for him had be been reading in England. 

“There would have been mental reservations before one surrendered to the charm” (129). 

But in the hate-soaked Mexican city, the “simplicity” of the sentimental story makes him 

cry, for “there are few love stories in literature” these days. The novelist then considers 

Trollope’s handling of the plot. “With what superb skill Trollope maintains a kind of 

fictitious suspense. We know exactly from an early page that Frank will be faithful to 

Mary.” Trollope has made Greene homesick even though “his England was not the 

England I knew” (130). 
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What strikes me as most relevant is not Greene’s nostalgia and homesickness, but 

his desire for love. In the context of the anti-clerical propaganda and the atmosphere of 

hate, love of any kind is welcome. We saw this in Mauriac: “the love of a woman, the 

love of a cause, the love of your mother, are all, in so far as they are love at all, the love 

of God” (O’Brien 28). We saw it again in Waugh’s transformation of Browning, as the 

Catholic novelist’s adapts the Victorian’s celebration of eros into a vocation to agape. 

Doctor Thorne is perhaps the least clerical of the Barsetshire novels.
202

 One of the 

heroine’s friends marries a High Church curate, but they play minor roles in the story. 

The medical and law professions are much more important. Unlike the saintly Mr 

Harding in The Warden, or Mr Arabin in Barchester Towers, or Josiah Crawley in 

Framley Parsonage and The Last Chronicle of Barset, this novel has no especially pious 

character. But it does have a romance, and when Greene finishes the novel he regrets the 

departure of “proud delightful Mary Thorne” (129).  

The final allusion to Trollope in The Lawless Roads combines elements of the 

first three. This time Greene does not present himself as actually reading the book. He is 

touring a “hidden convent” in the town of Puebla on the way back to Mexico City. The 

journey is nearly over. He has not found another hero-martyr: “It is a depressing fact that 

persecution does not necessarily produce Father Pros” (159).
203

 He met no “bold priest” 

in Las Casas (183). But he has been impressed by the devotion of some of the poor 

Mexicans (165) and many of the native Indians (123, 179). The convent he tours in 

Puebla was founded in 1678 (201), but its forty nuns went undetected by the communist 
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 Or The Small House at Allington, which Trollope (against his publishers’ wishes) did not number among 

the Chronicles of Barsetshire. 
203

 Cf. Mme Kanyi in Waugh’s Sword of Honor: “It is not always true that suffering makes people 

unselfish. But sometimes it is” (Kindle loc. 10577). These two quotations show on a small scale the 

difference between the temperaments of Greene and Waugh. 
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authorities until 1935 (202). They were sent home and the convent was converted into a 

tourist attraction. Greene sees the rooms, the relics, and the burial place inside the 

building. “The bodies were first bricked up and then when the flesh had fallen [off] the 

bones were thrown into a common pit; now it was exposed, with a few skulls left for 

propaganda purposes” (203). Greene’s guide has no special animus against the nuns. 

When Greene confesses his religion, the guide gives him a rose in their memory. Then 

Trollope returns: 

The other day I found [the rose] again, stuck at random between the pages 

of Barchester Towers, the potpourri scent creeping up from Mr Arabin’s 

proposal, “‘Answer me this,’ said Mr Arabin, stopping suddenly in his 

walk, and stepping forward so that he faced his companion. “Answer me 

this question. You do not love Mr Slope? You do not intend to be his 

wife?’” It seems a long way from Barchester to Puebla, to the dark burial 

place and the pit of skulls where the Masonic guides crawl on hands and 

knees through the bathroom wall into the deserted chapel, a good deal 

farther than a few thousand miles, all the immeasurable distance between 

two human minds. 

 

Suddenly we are back in the territory of holiness. The “distance between two human 

minds” is the ideological distance between Home and School, United States and Mexico, 

Trollope and Greene, and most of all Arabin and 250 years of nuns (and, via the mystici 

corporis Christi, Greene himself). The point is not that Catholics are Christians and 

Protestants are not. Greene is not so crude, even if he thinks Trollope had “doubts about 

everything” (34). But the contrast between the chastity of the nuns and the marriage 

proposals of the nearly-Roman priest illustrates for Greene the relatively greater gap 

between Catholics and Anglicans, Mexico and United States. Communion shortens the 

distance. Flannery O’Connor’s “eternal and absolute” country is regulated by different 

laws of space and time. The adult Greene’s Catholic conversion was a more drastic 
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departure than the child’s Anglican conversion. Yet for all that, Doubting Greene still fell 

in love with Doubting Trollope. 

The Ministry of Fear: Early Dickens and the problem of pity 

To keep pity from turning into connivance, love from turning into despair, in such a 

world, it is inadvisable to forget death-to-oneself…. 

Maritain, A&S 145 

 

Early in St. Augustine’s Confessions, a book that was important to Greene, the 

Bishop of Hippo recalls his life thirty years earlier as a student at Carthage, and in 

particular his erotic adventures and captivation with the theater. The ancient student of 

the soul asks quite reasonably, “How is it that a man wants to be made sad by the sight of 

tragic sufferings that he could not bear in his own person?” (42, trans. Sheed). Then he 

pushes the analysis further: “But how can the unreal sufferings of the stage possibly 

move pity?” Augustine’s keen answer is that “it is actually his feeling of sorrow that [the 

playgoer] enjoys.” But he parts ways with most of us in his next sentence, “surely this is 

the most wretched lunacy.” Augustine did not read much Aristotle (see Confessions 36n3, 

trans. Chadwick). 

Greene owned the Sheed & Ward edition of the book published in 1943, the same 

year he published The Ministry of Fear.
204

 Another part of this same passage in Sheed’s 

translation must have resonated with Greene. 

Now when a man suffers himself, it is called misery; when he suffers in 

the suffering of another, it is called pity. …The spectator [at the theater] is 

not moved to aid the sufferer but merely to be sorry for him; and the more 

the author of these fictions makes the audience grieve, the better they like 

him. …So that tears and sorrow, it would seem are things to be sought. 

Yet surely every man prefers to be joyful. May it be that whereas no one 

wants to be miserable, there is real pleasure in pitying others—and we 
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 According to Greene’s “Interesting Library” page on LibraryThing, he owned a 1944 printing. Waugh 

appears to have owned a 1960 printing. 
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love their sorrows because without them we should have nothing to pity? 

(42, trans. Sheed) 

 

Augustine’s literalist moralism toward tragic drama is problematic. Whatever we make of 

his fusion of Pauline theology and neo-Platonist philosophy, we must regret that his 

aesthetic was not Aristotelian. For Greene these remarks on pity would have seemed apt 

for certain kinds of fiction. Indeed this passage could serve as a précis for Greene’s 

judgment on the fiction of Charles Dickens, which he believed produced in the readers a 

disordered kind of pity. 

Throughout his writings Greene uses the word “pity” in two distinct senses. 

Sometimes he means it in the benign sense of “compassion” or “sympathy,” in which “to 

feel pity” is to imaginatively identify with the pain or suffering of another creature. This 

is how Augustine uses the term in the passage just quoted. But on other occasions—in 

fact in two of his best works of fiction, The Ministry of Fear (1943), an “entertainment,” 

and The Heart of the Matter (1948), his first very successful “novel”—“to pity” or “to 

feel pity” is a damaging, corrosive, and potentially deadly act.
205

 Far from signaling 

identification with another’s pain, this corrosive pity reveals the refusal to identify, 

precisely because identification is (imaginatively) painful. As Damon Marcel DeCoste 

puts it, in The Ministry of Fear pity is a sign of a “heroic self-conception,” a paternalist 

devaluation of the other’s free-will and right to self-determination (441). Perhaps the 

most frightening moment in the novel is when one realizes that both the hero (Arthur 

Rowe, living in London during the Blitz) and the villain (Willi Hilfe, a Nazi spy) incline 

to corrosive pity. In exactly the same sense, Flannery O’Connor’s Mrs. Turpin “felt an 

awful pity” for Mary Grace in the waiting room at the doctor’s office (Complete Stories 
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 “It is the merit of Mr. Graham Greene that he, more than any of our other writers, has sensed the 

importance and expressed the essence of this dissolving pity” (O’Brien 58). 
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492). Likewise C.S. Lewis writes, “Even a good emotion, pity, if not controlled by 

charity and justice, leads through anger to cruelty” (Problem 59). Maritain feels 

charitable pity for those who feel uncharitable pity: “It is not an indifferent spectacle to 

see bewildered pity triumph over the apprehensions of the intelligence and the heart” 

(Maritain, A&P 73). He means Gide. 

Many critics have noted the centrality of corrosive pity or false compassion in 

Greene’s novels, although they do not always recognize that he can use the term in 

normal, healthy sense. W.H. Auden saw and approved of Greene’s “distinctive concern,” 

in “book after book,” for “the vice of pity, that corrupt parody of love and compassion” 

and one of the “great and typical heres[ies] of our time” (“Heresy” 94). Richard Hoggart 

dismissed Greene’s novels as caricatures. He thinks Greene couldn’t help “pitying” his 

own characters, and that as a consequence he failed refused the “difficult and subtle” task 

of humane “characterization” (“Force” 82, 91). The mutation of the theme in The Heart 

of the Matter was identified and explored at length by R.W.B. Lewis, who calls The 

Ministry of Fear an “entertaining trial run” (“Trilogy” 71). Greene himself in the 1971 

Introduction to the Uniform Edition of The Heart of the Matter confirmed this connection 

between the two novels: 

I had meant the story of Scobie to enlarge a theme which I had touched on 

in The Ministry of Fear, the disastrous effect on human beings of pity as 

distinct from compassion. I had written in The Ministry of Fear, “Pity is 

cruel. Pity destroys. Love isn’t safe when pity’s prowling round.” The 

character of Scobie was intended to show that pity can be the expression 

of an almost monstrous pride. (Portable 85) 

 

Clearly there is nothing groundbreaking in identifying Greene’s interest in pity as distinct 

from compassion. One aspect of the situation that deserves additional attention is the link 

Greene posits between false compassion and Victorian literary culture, which is made 
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especially clear in The Ministry of Fear. Here we have to do not with the skeptical 

Trollope but with the sentimental Dickens. Greene assigns particular blame to Dickens’s 

novels for cultivating false compassion at the personal, cultural, and social levels. 

Pity and “pity” 

First let us plot a few points in the course taken by the word “pity” in Greene’s 

earlier writings. Consider the first short story Greene published, “The End of the Party” 

(1926). Peter and Francis are nine-year old twin brothers, and like other twins in Greene’s 

fiction, they enjoy a special mental connection.
206

 It is not exactly telepathy or ESP, but 

by virtue of their shared birth, each senses to an especial degree what the other is thinking 

and feeling. The story describes a few successive moments in a single day. The boys have 

been invited to a birthday party at a friend’s house. They went to this child’s party last 

year, so they know they can expect a game of hide and seek at “the end of the party.” 

Peter, the happier and more self-confident of the two boys, is pleased. But hide and seek 

is a problem for Francis, who is terrified of the dark. Unlike Peter, Francis mistrusts his 

parents’ bromides about there being ‘nothing to fear in the dark.’ He realizes that while 

they “taught…that there was nothing to fear in death,” they nevertheless “fearfully 

avoided the idea of it” (Stories GG 184). He intuits the same must be true of the dark. 

When one of the older girls grabbed Francis’s arm in the dark at last year’s party, he 

screamed in fright.
207

 

It may be Greene’s best early short story. The first of two excellent twists at the 

conclusion is that Peter accidentally frightens Francis during the game, and in fact 
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 Cf. Anthony and Kate Farrant in England Made Me (1935). 
207

 One of these older girls is “Mabel Warren,” a name Greene will re-use for the butch journalist in 

Stamboul Train (1932). Mabel in “The End of the Party” is described sparely, but we are told of her scorn 

for Francis and his ungainly play. 
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literally frightens him to death. Sensing his brother’s mounting fears in the dark, Peter 

tiptoes towards him out of an “altruistic emotion” (188). Unluckily his hand alights on 

Francis’s face. When the lights are turned on, the narrator interprets. Francis “had 

collapsed against the wall at the touch of his brother’s hand” (189). The second and far 

more horrible twist is Peter’s continuing mystical sense of his dead brother’s emotions: 

“It was not merely that his brother was dead. [Peter’s] brain, too young to realize the full 

paradox, wondered with an obscure self-pity why it was that the pulse of his brother’s 

fear went on and on, when Francis was now where he had always been told there was no 

more terror and no more darkness” (189). 

Peter feels false compassion at two separate moments: first comes the misguided 

“altruism” (odd word for brothers) that kills Francis, and then the “obscure self-pity” that 

signals his incomplete understanding of Francis’s suffering. Soon enough Peter will learn 

what Francis learned before, that the grownups are wrong about death and the dark. It 

would be unfair to measure the nine-year old Peter according to measure with which we 

measure Arthur Rowe and Major Scobie. The adults may have good intentions, but they 

are vitiated by pride and fastidiousness toward others’ pain. Francis dies but he is not 

murdered. Rowe poisons his wife Alice, and Scobie accedes to the murder of his servant 

Ali. (Alice and Ali: if the alliteration is not conscious, it is not meaningless.) Nevertheless 

Peter is like the guilty men in that his hyper-sensitivity to someone else’s pain leads him 

to cause harm. And corrosive pity has found a place in Peter’s heart, for after the damage 

is done he directs his false compassion inward: “an obscure self-pity.” 

The range with which Greene uses the word “pity” is revealed in a 1936 essay, 

“Henry James: The Private Universe.” Greene usually cited James, Conrad, and Ford 
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Madox Ford as his primary literary influences; his wife Vivien sometimes referred to him 

in her letters as a “Jamesian.” It is thus rather surprising to read in the essay that “the 

final beauty of James’s stories lies in their pity…. His egotists, poor souls, are as pitiable 

as Lucifer” (32). The “beautiful” pity in the stories of Henry James must be of a wholly 

different order than the pity promoted by the novels of Charles Dickens. In the last 

paragraph of the essay Greene turns from “beauty” to “justice”: “it is in the final justice 

of his pity, the completeness of an analysis which enabled him to pity the most shabby, 

the most corrupt, of his human actors, that he ranks with the greatest of creative writers. 

He is as solitary in the history of the novel as Shakespeare in the history of poetry” (34). 

That Greene uses “pity” three times in an article of such extravagant praise shows that he 

recognized different modulations of the term. 

Back to Brighton 

Two years later Greene published Brighton Rock, one of the earliest “spiritual 

thrillers” (Ker 118, 205). Its central dynamic is captured in one sentence: 

Driven to her hole the small animal peered out at the bright and breezy 

world; in the hole were murder, copulation, extreme poverty, fidelity and 

the love and fear of God, but the small animal had not the knowledge to 

deny that only in the glare and open world outside was something which 

people called experience. (131) 

 

The “small animal” in the metaphor is Rose, who like Pinkie belongs to the underground 

hole. The “bright and breezy world,” the “open world” outside the hole, is the terrain of 

Ida Arnold, the avenging Fury just looking for a good time. The novel turns on the central 

irony of the metaphor, that the inhabitants of the cramped space (their poverty, their 

exclusive Church) know more about the cosmos than those “outside” who enjoy what 

they think of as “experience.” 
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In the abstract Ida seems a promising figure for the dramatization of false 

compassion. The narrator makes it clear that a certain species of insincere pity comes 

easy to her. After returning to London from her holiday at Brighton, she learns from a 

newspaper that Hale did not abandon her; he died. Not yet suspecting murder, she tells 

herself probably with justice that no one else is mourning him at this exact moment. That 

his only mourner had such a tenuousness relationship with him moves her to pity. But it 

is not a very deep feeling: “the easy pathos touched her friendly and popular heart” (33). 

We must remember that for Greene, false compassion means refusing to identify with 

another’s pain, and that the paradoxical consequence of avoiding this pain is to harm the 

sufferer (and indirectly oneself). According to Christianity, and especially Roman 

Catholicism, only by accepting suffering and death (both one’s own and Another’s) can 

lead to life and freedom. This, by the way, is why Dostoevsky chose John 12:24 for the 

epigraph of The Brothers Karamazov. 

Ida does not feel compassion; she does not feel false compassion; she does not 

suffer at all. She cares about Hale only in relation to herself. “Poor old Fred—the name 

no longer conveyed any sense of grief or pathos” (164). For Ida the death of Hale 

(health? life?
208

) is another opportunity for pleasure. She feels an “easy pathos.” Her 

concern is not to avoid pain but to fulfill whimsy. True, there is a ruthless quality to her 

bonhomie. “She took life with a deadly seriousness: she was prepared to cause any 

amount of unhappiness to anyone in order to defend the only thing she believed in. 

…There was something dangerous and remorseless in her optimism, whether she was 

laughing in Henekey’s [a Brighton bar] or weeping at a funeral or a marriage” (35). Ida 

does not believe it wrong to cause “any amount of unhappiness” to “anyone”—herself 
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 Ida, who is “life itself” (7), is unable to think her own death (157). 
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excepted—for the sake of the sensible and intelligible goods she happens to be perceiving 

at any given moment. Her error is particularly egregious, one might say pathetic, because 

she misunderstands the good. This is a problem, but it is not the problem of false 

compassion. 

“Pity” recurs nine times in Brighton Rock; two of these instances involve Ida. 

First, “she had no pity for something she didn’t understand” (76). Ida’s fundamental 

problem is speculative, not practical. It is a matter of knowledge before it becomes a 

matter of morality. Her blundering justice and “dangerous and remorseless optimism” 

result from her failure to understand certain parts of the world, especially the underclass 

world of Pinkie and Rose. If she crept into their lair she might correct her vision. The 

supreme irony of Ida’s ignorance is that it liberates her, in a certain measure, from 

ultimate accountability for her actions. Her mind is so uninformed or malformed that she 

is not a candidate for Hell. Greene’s narrator shows the poor woman no mercy at all, and 

grants a privileged peek into her mind: “You could only guess at the goods behind [her 

eyes]: sound old-fashioned hallmarked goods, justice, an eye for an eye, law and order, 

capital punishment, a bit of fun now and then, nothing nasty, nothing shady, nothing 

you’d be ashamed to own, nothing mysterious” (81). In a word, “she belonged to the 

great middle law-abiding class” (84). Her “merciless compassion” for Rose is the absence 

of compassion, a mere show, not the perversion of an existing and operative compassion 

(129).
209

 

On another occasion Ida uses the word “pity” in conversation with Rose, whom 

she has determined to “save” from Pinkie. “A kind of righteous mirth moved her to add 

with excitement, ‘We got to save her, Phil’” (179). After weaseling her way into Rose’s 
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rented bedroom to try to talk some good, middleclass, pagan sense into the girl, she 

declares her benevolent and just intentions. “‘I want justice,’ the woman cheerfully 

remarked, as if she were ordering a pound of tea” (214). Rose is indignant at the invasion 

of her privacy. She has been misled. When she arrives at the apartment she is told to 

expect her mother in the room, and she looks forward to sharing what she sees as her 

newfound happiness with Pinkie. She knows not to trust Ida, whom she instinctively 

blames Ida for Pinkie’s ill nature. “She was the explanation—it seemed to Rose—of 

[Pinkie’s] sudden harshnesses, of the nails pressing her wrist” (214). Ida responds to 

Rose’s rebuff with unflappable good humor: 

“It’s no good your getting angry, dear,” the woman continued. 

“I’m not going to lose my temper with you again. It’s not your fault. You 

don’t understand how things are. Why, you poor little thing, I pity you,” 

and she advanced across the linoleum as if she intended to take Rose into 

her arms. 

Rose backed against the bed, “You keep your distance.” (214, 

emphasis added) 

 

Ida’s pity for Rose is as genuine as can be expected from her. It is not false compassion, 

for Ida only imagines Rose’s pain, quite ineptly, with no reference to the real Rose 

standing in front of her. Once again it is Ida rather than Rose cannot see. Rose knows 

Pinkie and herself better than Ida does, even if her knowledge is imperfect. Rose does not 

know, for instance, the extent of Pinkie’s crimes. But she intuits them well enough, and 

by a powerful act of will, resists her thoughtless philanthropist-savior.
210

 

Guilt and innocence are simply not visible to Ida. Rose insists that she is not as 

innocent as she looks (121, 130, 136, 201-2), and Ida is eventually disabused of her 

notion of Rose the poor innocent, which was the only reason she marked her for social 
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(middleclass, pagan) salvation. An earlier line linking Ida to pity—“she had no pity for 

something she didn’t understand” (76)—holds true. She thinks she knows Rose, and 

consequently and automatically feels a kind of pity. With her conceptions of Right and 

Wrong, explicitly contrasted with Rose and Pinkie’s categories of Good and Evil, Ida 

turns out to be the less merciful figure. Christ came to bring sinners and not the righteous 

to repentance. Ida takes the opposite tack. 

Pinkie’s thoughts on innocence, sparked by the sight of a few poor children 

playing a game, are memorably grotesque: 

…someone said in a high treble, ‘Stick ’em up.’ They took his mind back 

and he hated them for it; it was like the dreadful appeal of innocence, but 

there was not innocence; you had to go back a long way further before you 

got innocence; innocence was a slobbering mouth, a toothless gum pulling 

at the teats; perhaps not even that; innocence was the ugly cry of birth 

(154). 

 

This is Greene all over, a jaundiced and perhaps Jansenist interpretation of original sin.
211

 

Ida’s insistence on “an eye for an eye” is entirely unmoored from its biblical source. 

When Rose insists that people can change, the worldly-wise Ida replies, “Oh, no they 

don’t. Look at me. I’ve never changed. It’s like those sticks of rock: bite it all the way 

down, you’ll still read Brighton” (216). Ida’s value system is just as firm as Rose’s, but it 

makes no room for grace. 

“Confession…repentance,” Rose whispered. 

“That’s just religion,” the woman said. “Believe me, it’s the world 

we got to deal with.” (216) 

 

Clearly Ida’s problems are not the same as Arthur Rowe’s and Major Scobie’s. 

But we have not exhausted the role of pity in Brighton Rock. So far we have seen pity 
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used in a positive sense. It is a fault in Ida that she does not pity what she does not 

understand (76), and when she claims to feel pity, it is not genuine, generous, or 

knowledgeable (214). This positive usage continues with Rose. Just before the 

confrontation with Ida in her bedroom, Rose is “stirred by a feeling of gratitude and pity” 

for her mother, whom she mistakenly expects to find in the room (213). This single 

feeling has two aspects: regret for her mother who “hadn’t been happy like this” and 

gratitude that she, the daughter, has been granted happiness. It is the good kind of pity. 

The protagonist’s pity is the most important in the novel. Sometimes Greene uses 

the term ambiguously. Looking at Spicer while he sleeps, Pinkie feels “no pity at all” 

because he is not old enough to do so, has not yet developed the capacity (100). When 

age brings the capacity for compassion, will it be the true or the false kind? In the run-up 

to the climax, Pinkie fights off “tenderness” (251) and “pity” (252) as best he can. This 

“enormous emotion” tries to penetrate his soul and alter his purpose, but he resists it as 

best he can, for “God knows what it would do” if it “got in” (261). He can only extend 

“some motion of tenderness” (263) to Rose, with a Judas-kiss on the cheek. On the whole 

this chain of references shows Greene referring to “pity” as an unalloyed good that Pinkie 

(to all appearances) repudiates. In a paradox Rose also fights off the good, which 

“tempt[s] her to virtue like a sin” (263), but she does so out of charity. Her acceptance of 

damnation is a saintly rather than a demonic act. This is how the proper way to 

understand the priest’s story about Péguy at the very end. 

Bad pity is present in once scene in Brighton Rock. Spicer’s body rebels against 

him after the murder of Hale. With bloodshot eyes, nicotine-stained fingers, corns on his 

feet, and pimples breaking out all over his face (86), Spicer weighs his options. Should he 
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“grass to the bogies” about Hale (87)? The cowardice of the act would be intolerable. 

Unable to resolve his internal conflict, Spicer supposes that his friends already blame him 

for turning “nark.” Enter pity: “He wouldn’t even get the credit…a little self-pity came 

pricking out of the dry ageing ducts” (89). Self-pity oozes from Spicer’s person like the 

newly formed rash on his face. 

British Dramatists and The Ministry of Fear 

Greene wrote two books between December 1941 and March 1943, while 

working for MI-6 in Freetown, Sierra Leone. The first was a brief historical survey, 

British Dramatists; the second was The Ministry of Fear. He wrote the pamphlet history 

in four weeks on the boat between Liverpool and Freetown. It is a remarkably engaging 

text, all the more impressive since he had no reference books on board (Sherry 2:94). 

Greene does not refer to pity in this book, but he does allude to a different virtue gone 

sour when discussing John Millington Synge’s The Playboy of the Western World. 

Greene notes that the play “caused a riot in the Dublin theatre where it was first 

presented—but no riot was ever caused in London. The excessive tolerance of that city 

(often amounting to indifference) allows it to accept everything without protest. 

Indifference can almost have the air of charity” (British 80). The paltry vice of 

indifference masquerades as the paltry virtue of tolerance. 

At last we are prepared to discuss The Ministry of Fear. The book reveals a 

hardening or concentration of Greene’s conception of pity, for false compassion is the 

only sense applied to the word in the novel. Alice Rowe was suffering from an incurable 

and painful disease, and without her consent he gave her a glass of poisoned milk.
212

 The 
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problem was not that Rowe could not bear to see his wife suffer, but that he couldn’t bear 

to imagine her pain. Rowe is perfectly aware of this. “He told himself…as he had told 

himself a hundred times, that it was he who had not been able to bear his wife’s pain—

and not she” (76). “The papers all called it a mercy killing…. Mercy to her or mercy to 

me. They didn’t say. And I don’t know myself” (27-8). Prescinding the question of 

whether Rowe actually is ignorant on this point, we can be certain that he is miserable in 

Greene’s characteristic sense of having no peace. But the novel provides ample evidence 

that Rowe is more clear-sighted than the jury of his peers. After losing his memory in a 

Blitz explosion, Rowe awakens with roughly the mind and disposition of a single 

nineteen-year old, with no recollection of his wife or her death. Alas, history repeats 

itself, for in reading and arguing internally with a passage from Tolstoy’s What I Believe, 

Rowe develops precisely the same line of argument that led to Alice’s death: “And why 

does he write as if the worst thing we can do to our fellowman is to kill him? Everybody 

has to die and everybody fears death, but when we kill a man we save him from his fear 

which would otherwise grow year by year…. One doesn’t necessarily kill because one 

hates: one may kill because one loves” (116). 

Pity is everywhere in this novel: the court sentences Rowe to a few years of 

sanatorium treatment out of pity (27). The lackey Johns murders his hero Dr Forester in 

order to protect him from the indignities of “the interminable proceedings of the law 

courts” (164). After discovering the “Roman” suicide of the Nazi spy he has been 

chasing, the special detective Mr. Prentice suddenly exclaims, “Pity is a terrible thing… 
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the worst passion of all: we don’t outlive it like sex” (155).
213

 When Hilfe “beg[s] for his 

pity” (200), Rowe gives him a gun and a penny for the bathroom stall so he can shoot 

himself in privacy. Worst of all Rowe shuts out peace from his life by determining never 

to reveal to Anna (his new lover, the sister of the villain) that Hilfe reminded him of 

Alice’s murder. “He was pledging both of them to a lifetime of lies, but only he knew 

that” (201). 

Where did all this pity come from? The novel’s answer lies in the hero’s reading 

habits. Arthur Rowe has a lifelong habit of reading not Tolstoy but Dickens. For Greene, 

it is only in childhood that books have “deep influence on our lives” (“The Lost 

Childhood” 13). Rowe’s childhood books “promised a world of great simplicity of which 

we knew the rules” (Ministry 76). One cardinal rule of Rowe’s upbringing was that “it 

was wrong to inflict pain” (75), and after experiencing pain himself the boy extended the 

rule to its breaking point, such that “he wouldn’t willingly allow even a rat to suffer it” 

(75). What were these childhood books? The first scene of the novel shows Rowe buying 

one of his favorite volumes, The Little Duke by Charlotte M. Yonge. But as an adult 

Rowe’s reading consists primarily of two Dickens novels: The Old Curiosity Shop and 

David Copperfield. He reads these books “as people used to read the Bible, over and over 

again till he could have quoted chapter and verse” (12). He reads “all the evening” (38). It 

is a morose version of Gabriel Betteredge’s comic bibliomancy with Robinson Crusoe. 

The narrator also tells us Rowe does not reread these novels for pleasure: “not so much 

because he liked them as because he had read them as a child, and they carried no adult 

memories.” The amnesia that eliminates Rowe’s adult memories is the consummation of 
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his reading practices. About halfway through the book we learn another detail about 

Rowe’s therapeutic purpose for reading Dickens. Utterly miserable, Rowe begins to 

consider suicide after his lodging is destroyed in the Blitz. Even his books are gone. “He 

missed David Copperfield and The Old Curiosity Shop; he could no longer direct his 

sense of pity towards the fictitious sufferings of little Nell” (74). 

Let us summarize Rowe’s history as a reader. As a boy he experiences in fiction 

the suffering of Nell and Little Em’ly. This exaggerates his innate and culturally-

reinforced tendency to feel inhumane pity, such that he would rather kill the sufferer than 

watch the suffering. When Alice’s illness confines her to bed, Rowe transfers his pity to 

his wife. After the murder and his release from the madhouse, Rowe transfers his false 

compassion back to the likes of Nell. When a bomb destroys his home and library, he has 

no object upon which to direct his murderous pity—except himself. He is saved from 

suicide at the bank of the Thames by friendly conversation with a bookseller (actually a 

Nazi agent in disguise). Inevitably Rowe starts to pity him (79). 

Some might balk at attending so heavily to Dickens when another Victorian 

novelist is prominently on display in The Ministry of Fear. Yonge’s historical novel, 

which like Arthur Rowe Greene read as a child (A Sort 52), supplies the author with 

fourteen epigraphs: one for the novel as a whole, and one each for the thirteen chapters. 

This extensive peritexting is uncharacteristic of Greene’s fiction, as is his choice to title 

the four divisions of the novel and each chapter. But this display is not integral to the plot 

like the Dickens books. In A Sort of Life Greene describes how he wove in the references 

to Yonge’s book only several years after its initial publication (52). The Ministry of Fear 
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had after all been written in Sierra Leone, where Greene was without his personal 

library.
214

 

Greene experienced personally the loss of treasured books that nearly drove Rowe 

to suicide. But he was not entirely without books in Africa. In Ways of Escape he 

describes how he selected the title for The Ministry of Fear: he found the phrase in one of 

William Wordsworth’s poems in Matthew Arnold’s edited collection (Ways 104). Thanks 

to a 1984 interview (a Guardian-sponsored lecture at the National Film Theatre) we 

know a bit more about this process of selection, though the evidence must be sifted 

critically. “I’d never been able to read Wordsworth before and I became an admirer in 

Sierra Leone…. I think, always…I’ve got the title before I start writing” (Parkinson 561). 

This live-audience interview was conducted more than 40 years after Greene wrote the 

novel. We can forgive the eighty-year old’s creative reconstruction of his past. Older 

evidence reveals that Greene did not know what to title the novel until the first draft was 

nearly finished. Writing to his mother in June of 1942 he says, “Title as usual a problem: 

the only one I can think of The Worst Passion of All (referring to pity) seems a bit too 

serious” (Sherry 2:146). The almost-title comes from a line in the novel (Ministry 155). 

In context the phrase is trademark Greene, but in the abstract it recalls a Trollopian title: 

He Knew He Was Right; The Way We Live Now; Can You Forgive Her? 

Should we be looking to Wordsworth rather than Dickens for the thematics of The 

Ministry of Fear? We have already encountered Greene’s parody of Wordsworth in The 

Lawless Roads: “hell lay about us in our infancy” (Lawless 14). Brighton Rock contains a 

longer version. As the furious Pinkie Brown exits an interview with a detective, Greene 
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slides from narration into the boy’s thoughts: “He had been insulted. He was going to 

show the world…. He trailed the clouds of his own glory after him: hell lay about him in 

his infancy. He was ready for more deaths” (Brighton 70). Robert Hoskins has 

ingeniously teased out numerous connections and parallels between The Ministry of Fear 

and several Wordsworth poems. He claims that familiarity with Wordsworth is essential 

for “a full understanding of the work,” and in particular for apprehending “the full horror 

of Rowe’s life” (Hoskins 36). Unfortunately Hoskins misreads the ending. The “lifetime 

of lies” that Arthur and Anna anticipate is not one of those “bittersweet happy 

ending[s]…typical of Greene’s entertainments” (41). Hoskins is more convincing on 

Arthur’s half-hearted suicide attempt at the Thames. He reads the scene as an ironic re-

telling of Wordsworth’s “Resolution and Independence,” one of the so-called “crisis 

lyrics” (36-38). Nonetheless some of the coordinates he finds between Greene and 

Wordsworth seem “lucky” or coincidental. 

Perhaps focusing on a single author, Victorian or Romantic, is the wrong tack. At 

times Greene seems disgusted with the whole culture in which Dickens lived and which 

he shaped: the Victorian era, early and late, and the Edwardian decade before the Great 

War. The novel contains an Edwardian dream sequence featuring cucumber sandwiches 

at a lawn party—items Greene often uses to signify the atmosphere of his childhood (A 

Sort 8-9, 19, 111-12; also Essays 131). In other writings Greene uses Dickens as a 

representative of modern English culture (“The Last Pope,” Portable 499). But we should 

not forget that Greene managed to pack Trollope into his trunk along with Wordsworth. 

This is the period, referred to in Chapter 1, during which Greene took such care not to 

gobble down all of the Trollope novels at once. He wanted them to last. We must not take 
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too far Greene’s criticism of his ancestors, just as it would be a mistake to think Waugh 

found nothing of value in Dickens. 

In any case, at least as regards the vice of false compassion, which is the main 

theme of the novel, Dickens remains the important literary ancestor. Before writing the 

novel in Freetown, Greene already had a history of mistrusting Dickens. Early in 

Brighton Rock (1938), the narrator describes Ida Arnold as “of the people.” There is a 

Dickensian dimension to Ida’s “easy pathos” and “friendly and popular heart” (33), 

though as we have seen she is not prone to false compassion. The narrator describes Ida’s 

heart in Dickensian terms: “she cried in the cinemas at David Copperfield, when she was 

drunk all the old ballads her mother had known came easily to her lips, her homely heart 

was touched by the word ‘tragedy’” (31). Which David Copperfield film does Greene 

have in mind? By 1938 the novel had been filmed a dozen times, but Greene is probably 

referring to George Cukor’s 1935 film, already suspect for Greene since was one of the 

adaptors was Hugh Walpole, whom he deemed pretentious (“Edgar” 170). Greene loved 

the work of W.C. Fields, who plays Micawber in Cukor’s film, but had little respect for 

the movie as a whole. In a mostly positive review of an academic study called Films and 

the Theatre, Greene expresses his dismay that the author held up Cukor’s Copperfield as 

an example of a “good commercial film” (Parkinson 491). 

Elsewhere in his film criticism Greene tended to associate Dickens with “easy 

pathos.” He once described Charlie Chaplin’s early films as smacking of a lost age, as 

seeming to “go back almost as far as Dickens… the unfair pathos of the blind girl and the 

orphan child” (Parkinson 73-4, emphasis added). After gushing over Frank Capra’s Mr. 

Smith Goes to Washington, Greene admits, “But it is a fairy-tale, so Smith wins: Joseph 
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Paine [the corrupt senior Senator], like a Dickensian Scrooge, is caught by conscience, 

and I imagine it is easier for us, than for an American who knows his country’s politics, 

to suspend disbelief” (Parkinson 360). Consider finally the extraordinary imagery of a 

1937 BBC radio address. Greene says that “Dickens’s account of the blacking factory 

came out of ordinary life like some huge hippopotamus out of a primeval river, dripping 

and matted with the rank water and the weeds as well as the flowers, Little Nell as well as 

Mr. Micawber sticking to his flank, smelling of his environment” (Parkinson 512-3). 

Micawber is not the weed. 

As the creator of the archetypal sentimental heroine, almost bound to generate 

pity in some of his readers, or perhaps any reader a certain mood, Dickens receives the 

brunt of Greene’s criticism in The Ministry of Fear. Not only Nell, but Oliver Twist, and 

Smike from Nicholas Nickleby, and Master Paul from Dombey and Son, and Tiny Tim 

from A Christmas Carol manage to ensnare, in different ways and to different degrees, 

the hearts of Ida Arnold and Arthur Rowe. Greene is not making the absurd claim that 

Dickensian sentimentality art produces murderers, but he thinks “easy pathos” 

contributes to the devaluing of real human beings. Unconscious Manichees “become able 

to recognize nature in literature in only two forms, the sentimental and the obscene” (MM 

147). “Weimar leads to Auschwitz.” (“The Art of Fiction XCVII: Walker Percy” 155). 

Elsewhere Greene deplores those “characters…like cardboard symbols” in contemporary 

English fiction, which suggests that Dickens’s novels tainted his country’s art as well as 

its people (“François” 91). Tellingly Greene excludes Trollope from this judgment: 

Even in one of the most materialistic of our great novelists—in Trollope—

we are aware of another world against which the actions of the characters 

are thrown into relief. The ungainly clergyman picking his black-booted 

way through the mud, handling so awkwardly his umbrella, speaking of 
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his miserable income and stumbling through a proposal of marriage, exists 

in a way that Mrs Woolf’s Mr Ramsay never does, because we are aware 

the he exists not only to the woman he is addressing but also in God’s eye. 

His unimportance in the world of the senses is only matched by his 

enormous importance in another world. (91) 

 

Dating from 1945, this is a rather different estimation than that which obtained in The 

Lawless Roads. But we will see in the next section that Greene’s estimation of Dickens 

also changed in the 1940s. As a rollicking thriller, The Ministry of Fear dramatizes and 

magnifies the problem of pity with murder and espionage. But Arthur Rowe did not begin 

life as a villain. He began as a boy who liked Dickens (12). 

The Heart of the Matter: Mature Dickens and the problem of pride 

I told him…that one of my earliest erotic experiences had been awoken by David 

Copperfield. 

Greene, A Sort of Life 79 

 

And then I looked at the stars, and considered how awful it would be for a man to turn his 

face up to them as he froze to death, and see no help or pity in all the glittering multitude. 

Dickens, Great Expectations 65 

 

Major Scobie—Roman Catholic, policeman, Englishman in West Africa—is the 

protagonist of The Heart of the Matter (1948), and he out-Rowes Arthur Rowe. Stepping 

outside of the wartime hospital where he has visited the survivors of a boat lost at sea for 

forty days, Scobie waxes bitterly philosophical. 

What an absurd thing it was to expect happiness in a world so full of 

misery. He had cut down his own needs to a minimum, photographs were 

put away in drawers, the dead were put out of mind: a razor-strop, a pair 

of rusty handcuffs for decoration. But one still had one’s eyes, he thought, 

one’s ears. Point me out the happy man and I will point you out either 

extreme egotism, evil—or else an absolute ignorance. (Heart 107) 

 

After disposing of all earthly happiness, Scobie looks up at the stars and considers how 

they, like the egotist and the ignoramus of his imagination, appear “remote,” “secure,” 

and “free.” But he doubts the appearance. “If one knew, he wondered, the facts, would 



289 

 

one have to feel pity even for the planets? if one reached what they called the heart of the 

matter?” (107) 

“Pity for the planets” is an apt phrase for Scobie’s fundamental flaw. At the end 

of his life he will be pitying God with false compassion. Scobie’s moral descent over the 

course of the novel is propelled by several situations in which, like Arthur Rowe, he acts 

according to his deadly sense of pity. First he compromises his long-standing and long-

unrewarded integrity as a police officer by deciding not to report a letter hidden by the 

“fat Portuguese” captain of a boat arriving in Freetown. The captain’s physique turns is 

very relevant to Scobie’s decision: “Against the beautiful and the clever and the 

successful, one can wage a pitiless war, but not against the unattractive: then the 

millstone weighs on the breast” (39). It is hard to say whether this first act is genuinely 

merciful or already corrupted, but the moral quality of his subsequent decisions is clearer. 

It is pity for his wife Louise, whom he no longer loves, that moves Scobie to secure a 

loan and send her on holiday to South Africa. The financial transaction is made with 

criminals, local diamond smugglers. In Louise’s absence Scobie begins an improbable 

and painful affair with Helen Rolt, a girl of nineteen, one of the survivors of the open 

boat. He pities her like an unhappy child throughout their relationship. They first meet 

when he comforts a different survivor from the disaster, a boy. Scobie tells an adventure 

story to distract him and pass the time; when a nurse cuts him short, Helen turns her 

“young devastated face” toward Scobie to ask if he will return tomorrow (113). Later, in 

a moment reminiscent of the hero of The Confidential Agent critiquing the language of 

the child Else, Scobie notices Helen’s misspelled words and sprawling script in a letter 

(Heart 174). His decline becomes precipitous upon Louise’s return. Fearing the pain he 
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would inflict on both women, he neither calls off nor confesses the affair. Despite his 

unconfessed sins, he partakes of the Eucharist, sensing “the pale papery taste of an eternal 

sentence on his tongue” (200). He soon becomes complicit in the murder of Ali, his 

faithful servant of fifteen years. His suicide by drug overdose is an extension of his 

corrosive pity for the women, for he kills himself believing he has fabricated an 

impeccable alibi; they may miss him but will not feel abandoned. “Pity smoldered like 

decay at his heart” (156). 

The moral experience of the novel is more complicated than this summary 

suggests, for it is perhaps the trademark element of Greene’s genius that he can fosters 

sympathy for the unsavory and the seedy. No fair account of The Heart of the Matter will 

fail to register our complex response to Major Scobie. His moral and spiritual status 

remains mysterious at the end. “Heart” in the novel’s title refers not just to the line about 

the stars, but also to the final chapter, in which the Fr. Rank consoles Louise, who knew 

all along of the affair, with the unconventional wisdom that divine mercy is mysterious, 

and while the Church “knows all the rules,” she “doesn’t know what goes on in a single 

human heart” (242). 

The strangeness of God’s mercy and morally ambiguous conclusions are not 

unconventional for Greene’s Catholic novels. In the final pages of Brighton Rock (1938) 

a Catholic priest offers Rose the half-comforting hope that the mercy of God is 

unfathomable. The End of the Affair (1951) features a wise priest near the end who 

complicates the narrator’s assumptions with an Augustinian disquisition on morality and 

time. Even the “film treatment” for The Third Man (1949) ends in the same inconclusive 

way. Just before killing Harry Lime, the hero Rollo Martins wonders whether his friend’s 
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face is penitent or bitter, and later recalls that after all Harry was a Catholic. Only The 

Power and the Glory (1940) breaks the pattern, because its hero is himself the priest who 

offers such counsel. Therefore we should not be surprised if The Heart of the Matter 

refuses to let us simply praise or condemn the Major. Greene’s later testimony that 

Scobie “was intended to show that pity can be the expression of an almost monstrous 

pride,” and that “the particular motive for his suicide, to save even God from himself, 

was the final twist of the screw of his inordinate pride” (Portable 85, 86), may be 

suspect. Greene admits as much by announcing his exhaustion with the topic: “Maybe I 

am too harsh to the book, wearied as I have been by reiterated arguments in Catholic 

journals on Scobie’s salvation or damnation” (85-6). Perhaps Orwell’s negative review, 

in particular the suggestion that Greene did not really believe in Hell, also influenced 

Greene’s later reflections. “I was not so stupid as to believe that [Scobie’s eternal state] 

could ever be an issue in a novel. Besides I have small belief in the doctrine of eternal 

punishment (it was Scobie’s belief not mine)” (86). This does not sound like the Graham 

Greene who assured us in Brighton Rock and The Lawless Roads that “hell lay about us 

in our infancy.” 

The extension of the theme of The Ministry of Fear is not the only Dickensian 

element of The Heart of the Matter. In fact in the latter novel Dickens is no longer 

associated with corrupt pity; Greene’s evaluation of Dickens has changed in the 

intervening years. Before abandoning the theme of corrupt pity let us contrast the bitter, 

hard-pressed major with another piece of fiction Greene published in 1948, the short 

story “The Hint of an Explanation.” More than chronology unites these two fictions: the 
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title phrase of the story occurs once in the main text of The Heart of the Matter: “It was 

like the hint of an explanation—too faint to be grasped” (Heart 104). 

Excursus: “The Hint of an Explanation” 

One reason Major Scobie succumbs to pity is that he is certain of the impossibility 

of a virtuous and happy human life on this side of death. Happiness is nowhere to be 

found on God’s green earth, and probably not among the stars. 

In what may be the only text by Greene that goes unmentioned in Norman 

Sherry’s massive multivolume biography, the short story “The Hint of an Explanation,” 

we meet a happy, virtuous man who feels healthy pity for the devil. Surely if any being is 

the appropriate object of pity, it is this creature. The first-person narrator of the story, a 

professed agnostic disillusioned by World War II, “that great useless conflict” (Stories 

GG 31), shares a train compartment with the happy man. The lights flicker in the train 

because of postwar electrical problems, but a passing light allows the narrator to glimpse 

the man’s face, and it recalls a face he saw in Normandy a decade earlier, just before the 

war: “the face of a middle-aged man…pressed against a window pane.” The pre-war face 

astonished the narrator at the time for it seemed to belong to a man who was “completely 

happy.” Hitherto the narrator has supposed that this face and all human happiness has 

“ceased to exist” after the war. In other words the agnostic had reached the same opinion 

about human life as the Catholic Major Scobie. Hoping for another glimpse of his 

companion, the narrator starts a conversation. Their talk ranges from weather to politics 

to the atom bomb and, “by an inevitable progression, God” and the problem of evil (30). 

The fellow traveler gives his name as David Martin. The narrator remains anonymous. 
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Martin recounts a childhood experience that convinced him of the reality of evil 

as a living “Thing” (32, capital in original). He prefers this vague noun because “the 

word Satan is so anthropomorphic.” In 1948 Greene’s definition of evil has begun to lose 

its sharp edges. The local atheist in David Martin’s hometown is an ugly, frightening 

baker named Blacker who tempts David to steal a consecrated wafer: “It’s all nonsense, 

but I’d just like to have it in my mouth” (36). The boy agrees, seduced by the promise of 

a toy train. At the last minute his conscience forbids cooperation and like another David 

confronting an ogre he takes heart; he swallows the Host. Here we have another link to 

The Heart of the Matter, for like Scobie’s damnable communion, this wafer has a “papery 

taste” after being wrapped in a newspaper (cf. Heart 200). It is hard to swallow. David is 

shocked when the tough, one-eyed baker begins to cry; tears fall from both sockets. 

The adult Martin reflects on the “Thing” that used Blacker for Its own purposes. 

When Blacker fails, Martin feels (what else?) pity for the Thing whose weapons are 

always “break[ing] in its own breast” (32, 40-1). The dialogue at the story’s close reveals 

that through this experience David found his vocation, and he is now Father Martin, and 

by his own testimony “a very happy man” (41). 

This dramatic, tightly wrought little story offers a profound exploration of the 

sacred and the profane, and is especially valuable for the memorable Blacker. It is also a 

very Greeneian story, for Fr. Martin’s discernment of his calling through an encounter 

with the demonic is a fictional analogue to the line with which Greene describes his own 

(first) conversion: “And so faith came to me—shapelessly, without dogma, a presence 

above a croquet lawn, something associated with violence, cruelty, evil across the way” 

(Lawless 14). The title of the short story warns us not to conclude too much about the 
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reality of hell or the author’s belief in the supernatural. What Blacker unintentionally 

gives to Martin, and what Martin passes on to the narrator, and what the narrator passes 

along to the reader, is the mere “hint of an explanation” of the problem of evil and its 

genuinely pitiable Source. “Of course there is no answer here. We catch hints…” (Stories 

GG 31). Yet on the level of the individual soul, it was not just the seed of a vocation that 

was sown by the encounter with Blacker and watered by his tears: it was also the seed of 

a renewed faith carrying with it the possibility of human happiness on this side of the 

grave. 

Dickens according to the mature Greene 

In the five years between The Ministry of Fear and The Heart of the Matter, 

Greene’s judgment of Dickens changed significantly. How and what were the reasons for 

this change? The answers are spread across several pieces of Greene’s non-fiction. 

The “how” is difficult. Let us first collect the signs of the change. One sign of 

Greene’s more positive evaluation is his recurrence in A Sort of Life (1971), Greene’s 

first autobiography. Greene regularly alludes to Dickens in order to communicate his 

memories of places and persons. Not that his memory is always accurate. Greene 

describes an office he once visited in these terms: “I have always, most unfairly, thought 

of the interview between David Copperfield and Mr. Squeers as taking place there” (A 

Sort 155). Mr Squeers never did get around to interviewing David Copperfield, since they 

belong to different novels. This is not a very serious issue, and it was corrected in a later 

edition (Fragments 111). It would be obtuse to call Greene a poor Dickens scholar, and if 

we set aside two momentous differences (that the author of David Copperfield was a 

better writer than the author of Nicholas Nickleby, and that Copperfield narrates his own 
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story), what precisely distinguishes the heroes? They are the least memorable parts of 

their novels, mere windows through which we glimpse the glories of Micawber and the 

Mantalinis. 

Greene also describes a local celebrity novelist as “carr[ying] an eyeglass on a 

ribbon like Cruickshank’s Micawber” (A Sort 162). This second error is also insignificant 

in itself, but it involves something important about Greene’s conception of Dickens. 

George Cruikshank (not “Cruickshank”) never illustrated Micawber. His association with 

Dickens terminated with Oliver Twist (1837-9), which preceded David Copperfield 

(1849-50) by more than a decade. But illustrations of Dickens had a significant impact on 

the young Graham Greene. In A Sort of Life Greene refers to his childhood experience of 

Dickens and Walter Scott, whom he first read in editions condensed for young readers 

(61). This series, called “Told to the Children,” included “colored illustrations.” Greene 

does not give the name of the illustrator, but presumably they are not by Cruikshank. But 

the identity of the illustrator does not matter. What matters is that the edition of Oliver 

Twist was particularly memorable to Greene. The melodrama made a deep impression in 

his mind, which is perhaps one reason why Greene associated Dickens with “easy 

pathos.” 

Dickens is mentioned several more times in A Sort of Life. “When I read Dickens 

on Victorian London I think of Nottingham in the twenties” (160). Note the present tense 

form of read and think. Greene also uses Dickens to describe one of the assistant editors 

from his brief stint as a sub-editor at the Times of London. This assistant is recalled as a 

kind of “Pecksniff, though Pecksniff had a good head of hair” (183). (Note again the 

influence of imagery and illustrations.) In the flush his success with The Man Within, 
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Greene resigned his position with the Times. After his next two novels failed, he tried to 

return to the paper. The Pecksniffian colleague would have none of it, and composed to 

Greene “a letter which Pecksniff could not have bettered” (183-4). 

These interesting throwaway remarks indicate familiarity with Dickens in 

Greene’s maturity. But consider “The Younger Dickens” (1950), the text in which the 

great Victorian receives Greene’s sustained attention, and which is twenty years nearer to 

the composition of The Heart of the Matter. Although early Dickens is his main subject, 

this essay contains significant judgments on mature Dickens. He begins with Oliver 

Twist. To properly appreciate the novel, Greene states that we must forget three things. 

First to go must be “that long shelf-load of books, all the stifling importance of a great 

author” (“Young” 79). Success always bodes ill for Greene, for “fame falls like a dead 

hand on an author’s shoulder.” In the Introduction to the Uniform Edition of The Heart of 

the Matter, Greene remarks that this novel “was to prove more popular with the public, 

even with the critics, than with the author” (Portable 85). Greene would rather fail than 

succeed, for success suggests complicity with the powerful over against the weak. It is of 

course the self-criticism of a rich man. The second thing Greene asks us to forget is more 

reasonable. Making a distinction Maritain would appreciate, Greene says we must set 

aside our judgments of Dickens’s personal meanness. The moral life pertains properly to 

the subject-focused sphere of Doing, not the object-focused sphere of Making (A&S 8). 

Both spheres are ordered to “the good,” but the good as it relates to two different things, 

subject (Doing) and object (Making). “From the moment that the artist works well—as 

from the moment that the geometrician demonstrates—‘it matters little whether he be in 



297 

 

good humor or angry’” (A&S 15).
215

 The separation of art from morality has piquant 

personal import for Greene, for at precisely this time in his life he finally abandoned his 

wife and children. For the purpose of evaluating art, the moral character of the artist must 

be excluded. (Artworks, by contrast, do not have a moral character in the sense of being 

damnable; they are judged according to a different canon—“the good of the work.”). The 

third thing Greene tells us to forget is Cruikshank’s illustrations, which “have frozen the 

excited, excitable world of Dickens into a hall of waxworks”: “our imagination after all 

has just as much claim to truth” as does the illustrator’s (“Young” 79, emphasis in 

original). Greene’s earliest experience of Dickens involved ‘official’ images that 

interpreted the text (A Sort 61). Now the adult novelist-reader struggles with the 

Victorian artist-reader over how best to Oliver Twist. 

I have referred to two positive changes in Greene’s evaluation of Dickens. The 

first thing Greene values in Oliver Twist is the ‘spiritual backdoor’ discussed in the 

excursus on Brighton Rock in Chapter 2. By 1950 Greene has come to appreciate what he 

perceives as Dickens’s honesty about the corruption of the world. He calls it Dickens’s 

“Manichaean world” (85). “In the Fagin darkness Dickens’s hand seldom fumbles” (84). 

There is powerful “validity and dignity” in the scene where Fagin and Monks sneak up to 

the window in search of Oliver (86). It is a Manichaean world for two reasons: first, the 

villains are credible, not as real individuals whom we might to meet on the street, but as 

symbols of the “terrible aboriginal calamity.” But second it is a dualist world, a world of 

competing opposites. The celestial side is not Dickens’s strong suit: 
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All he can produce [on behalf of good] are powdered wigs and gleaming 

spectacles and a lot of bustle with bowls of broth and a pale angelic face. 

(84) 

 

Again, 

How can we really believe that these inadequate ghosts of goodness can 

triumph over Fagin, Monks, and Sikes? The answer, of course, is that they 

never could have triumphed without the elaborate machinery of the plot 

disclosed in the last pages. This world of Dickens is a world without God; 

and as a substitute for the power and the glory of the omnipotent and 

omniscient are a few sentimental references to heaven, angels, the sweet 

faces of the dead, and Oliver saying, ‘Heaven is a long way off, and they 

are too happy there to come down to the bedside of a poor boy.’ (85) 

 

Greene’s own attraction to Manichaeism is apparent in the final sentence of the essay: “In 

this novel, as in many of his later books, creeps in, unrecognized by the author, the 

eternal and alluring taint of the Manichee, with its simple and terrible explanation of our 

plight, how the world was made by Satan and not by God, lulling us with the music of 

despair” (86). I am uncertain whether in 1950 Greene owned a copy of Jules-Amédée 

Barbey d’Aurevilly’s collection of short stories, Les Diaboliques (1874). He eventually 

owned a 1964 edition of this book (LibraryThing). In the Preface Barbey d’Aurevilly’s 

writes, “The Devil is like God. Manichaeism, the source of the great heresies of the 

Middle Ages, might not be quite as stupid as we thought.” (trans. Deeb).
216

 

Greene’s second positive appraisal refers not to the “young” Dickens but to the 

stylistic and technical improvements of the mature Dickens. Who could have foreseen the 

development from Pickwick to Twist, “a short melodrama…almost entirely lacking in 

broad comedy” whose only humor is “the sad, twisted humour of the orphan’s asylum” 

(80)? This “development was as inconceivable as the gradual transformation of that thick 

boggy prose into the delicate and exact poetic cadences, the music of memory, that so 
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influenced Proust” (81). Greene finds it easier to praise a popular Victorian with the 

precedent of a major French novelist. He does not elaborate on the “music of memory” 

(cf. Oliver Twist’s “music of despair [86]), but he is referring to Great Expectations, for 

when he contrasts two didactic passages from Pickwick and Twist he concludes, “we 

detect already in the second passage the tone of Dickens’s secret prose, that sense of a 

mind speaking to itself with no one there to listen, as we find it in Great Expectations” 

(81). Recta ratio factibilium, says Jacques Maritain: “art is the undeviating determination 

of works to be made” (A&S 9). Greene finds in the mature Dickens a certain aesthetic 

rectitude, a rational determination of fictional language.
217

 

Dickens features in one final piece of Greene’s non-fiction from the late 40s, a 

lecture titled “The Last Pope,” delivered at a French Catholic conference held in 

Brussels. In this January 1948 lecture, Dickens shows up rather differently than in the 

1950 essay. “Evil appears in Dickens’s novels only as an economic factor”; “in Dickens, 

Evil has lost its supernatural quality” (Portable 499).
218

 “How vivid are his images of the 

still Sunday streets, the dark, mean little courts near the river, the prison buildings, but 

how barren and dim is the life of the spirit” (499). Dickens represents the national guild: 

“The English novelist has become accustomed to bypass eternity” (499). “The French 

novelist,” on the other hand, “because he continues an uninterrupted tradition of Christian 

state of mind, thought, and style…seems to move easily among abstractions,” such as 

“the forces of Good and Evil” (499). Rose and Pinkie would not be out of place in 

Greene’s conception of French fiction. One wonders whether Greene is playing to the 

crowd. For the English audience he praises Dickens, and for the French audience he 
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praises Mauriac at Dickens’s expense. But Greene’s main point in the lecture is not to 

excoriate Dickens but to criticize English fiction in general. Dickens is the unfortunate 

figurehead. 

Assuming that Greene was sincere in both writings and that despite appearances 

the two texts can be seen coherently, the difference between “The Last Pope” and “The 

Young Dickens” may lie in the composition of The Heart of the Matter. This novel, as I 

hope to show, contains fascinating, laudatory intertextual wordplay with Great 

Expectations. 

The pitiless stars of Great Expectations 

Scobie really cannot be trusted at all, by anyone. There is something wrong with Scobie. 

O’Brien, Maria Cross 62 

 

Waugh adapted Dickensian rhetoric for one page of Put Out More Flags. After 

The Heart of the Matter, Greene would imitate the first-person prose confessional style of 

Great Expectations in three novels: The Third Man (1949), The End of the Affair (1951), 

and The Quiet American (1955). But Great Expectations already plays a role in Greene’s 

fiction in 1948. We see its influence in the first-person quality of “The Hint of an 

Explanation.” We see it again when Blacker gently shakes David, a faint but discernible 

allusion to the first pages of Great Expectations, when the escaped convict Magwitch 

threatens and tilts Pip backwards over the tombstone, demanding not a communion wafer 

but “wittles” and a tool to break his chains (Great 25-6). Like Magwitch, Blacker 

eventually becomes a figure of pathos, weeping over his failure. 

The curious pattern of allusions to Great Expectations woven into The Heart of 

the Matter is more extended than the simple parallel, and more complicated than the 
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stylistic imitation. My exposition will take the form of a series of quotations and 

commentary. 

Let us begin with our primary object of analysis, Graham Greene. The title “the 

heart of the matter” is spoken, or more precisely thought, on one occasion in the book. 

We met it already. Scobie’s reflection on the wasted seafarers seals his growing 

conviction that human happiness is impossible everywhere in the cosmos. 

What an absurd thing it was to expect happiness in a world so full 

of misery. He had cut down his own needs to a minimum, photographs 

were put away in drawers, the dead were put out of mind: a razor-strop, a 

pair of rusty handcuffs for decoration. But one still had one’s eyes, he 

thought, one’s ears. Point me out the happy man and I will point you out 

either extreme egotism, evil—or else an absolute ignorance. 

Outside the rest-house he stopped. The lights inside would have 

given an extraordinary impression of peace if one hadn’t known, just as 

the stars on this clear night gave also an impression of remoteness, 

security, freedom. If one knew, he wondered, the facts, would one have to 

feel pity even for the planets? if one reached what they called the heart of 

the matter?” (Heart 107) 

 

This passage is the heart of The Heart of the Matter. The mental gesture of pitying the 

burning planets, impossibly beyond Scobie’s literal and intellectual grasp, reveals the 

ever-increasing extent of his pity and the pride behind his pity. “It sometimes seemed to 

him that he was the only one who recognized his responsibility” (105). Pitying the 

planets hints that Scobie will soon feel pity of the corrupting kind for the God who made 

and transcends them. 

Woolgathering under the stars is a recurrent device in Greene’s fiction. In The 

Power and the Glory the pitiable collaborating priest Father José was an amateur 

astronomer before the persecution. Now, after cowing to the communists by breaking his 

vow to celibacy and marrying his housekeeper, astronomy is the only activity he enjoys: 
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The glittering worlds lay there in space like a promise—the world was not 

the universe. Somewhere Christ might not have died. He could not believe 

that to a watcher there this world could shine with such brilliance: it would 

roll heavily in space under its fog like a burning and abandoned ship. The 

whole globe was blanketed with his own sin. (29) 

 

The old un-priest begins with hopeful philosophy (“like a promise”) but ends in self-

analysis, guilt, and misery. He does not pity the stars; rather he imagines a “watcher” 

from afar, whose world has not like ours been corrupted by sin, pitying us. In doing so 

Father José shoulders the burden of the “whole globe” on himself. This too is quite 

Scobie’s attitude and act. Both Catholics assume their own damnation and despair over 

the corruption of the world, but José does not offer up his damnation as a sacrifice for 

others, as will Scobie. It is true that the whisky priest, the hero of The Power and the 

Glory, does offer his damned soul to God, but he does so on behalf of his bastard 

daughter and the people he serves, not for the whole world or God himself. 

The Quiet American contains a similar meditative moment. 

I stood below the tower for a minute to get my vision back. There was 

starlight, but no moonlight. Moonlight reminds me of a mortuary and the 

cold wash of an unshaded globe over a marble slab, but starlight is alive 

and never still; it is almost as though someone in those vast spaces is 

trying to communicate a message of good will, for even the names of the 

stars are friendly. Venus is any woman we love, the Bears are the bears of 

childhood, and I suppose the Southern Cross, to those, like my wife, who 

believe, may be a favourite hymn or a prayer beside the bed. (124) 

 

The passage confirms that in Greene’s vocabulary stars and planets are synonymous. 

More significant are the notions that “starlight is alive,” communicative, and have a good 

message. The passage is ironic in that the speaker (Thomas Pyle) and his companion 

(Alden Pyle, the “quiet American”) will shortly be fired upon and nearly killed by Viet 

Cong soldiers. Fowler’s leg will be broken and they will spend several dark, miserable 

hours in a swamp under the friendly stars. And a few chapters later, Pyle steals Fowler’s 
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lover Phuong; Venus is especially deceptive. But let us permit Fowler his cheerful 

moment. His corruption is real, but he is not corrupted by Scobie’s presumptuous pity for 

the stars, and he does not share Father José’s guilty feeling his actions have cut off the 

earth from the cosmos. But we should not expect this, for Fowler is not a Catholic and 

The Quiet American is not a Catholic novel. Fowler’s sin is not José’s or Scobie’s. 

Despite the complex international and wartime context, Fowler’s sin is simpler. We learn 

in the final pages that he is guilty of murder. His motives are jealousy over Phuong and 

anger over Pyle’s native political wranglings, not some perverse and proud pity. 

One more passage from Greene before we analyze Great Expectations and The 

Heart of the Matter. The pattern reappears in A Sort of Life. As a young man Greene was 

once hospitalized for an appendectomy. As he lay in bed recovering, a ten-year boy old in 

a nearby bed suddenly died; he had been admitted with only a broken leg, so everyone is 

shocked. The boy’s parents were not even present at the death; they had left him 

“cheerful…with a rosy face” (A Sort 188). What does the aspiring author do? “There is a 

splinter of ice in the heart of a writer. I watched and listened.” Greene watches the 

scrambling medicos and the grieving parents. When the mother turns maudlin (“a 

genuine grief that could communicate only in clichés”
219

), he does not dignify their 

sorrow by turning away. Instead he thinks of the scene in literary terms. A passage from 

Flaubert comes to mind. 

“Human language,” Flaubert wrote, “is like a cracked kettle on which we 

beat our tunes for bears to dance to, when all the time we are longing to 

move the stars to pity.” (189) 
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I do not know when Greene first encountered this line, but it would be exactly like him to 

take his imaginative and philosophical cues from a French master. Perhaps this passage 

lies behind each of the meditations under and upon the stars. 

On the other hand I find a similar series of passages in Great Expectations, so let 

us return to mid-Victorian England. We will see that the heart of The Heart of the Matter 

alludes to the great Victorian as well as the great French realist. The stars are first 

mentioned in Great Expectations in Chapter 7. It is night. Joe Gargery and Pip await the 

return of Mrs Joe with Uncle Pumblechook. 

Joe made the fire and swept the hearth, and then we went to the door to 

listen for the chaise-cart. It was a dry cold night, and the wind blew 

keenly, and the frost was white and hard. A man would die to-night of 

lying out on the marshes, I thought. And then I looked at the stars, and 

considered how awful it would be for a man to turn his face up to them as 

he froze to death, and see no help or pity in all the glittering multitude. 

(Great 65, emphasis added) 

 

Like Father José, Major Scobie, Thomas Fowler, and Greene recovering in the hospital, 

young Pip reflects on the stars. All the ingredients are here: stars, pity, human suffering, 

woolgathering male. But they are arranged differently. In this passage it is not the hero 

who pities the stars (Scobie), nor a star-dweller who pities earthlings (Father José), and 

the stars certainly shed no beneficent influence (Fowler). It is closer to the 

autobiographical passage, for like Greene in the hospital, Pip imagines the stars as 

unimpressed by suffering and refusing to pity his (imaginary) cold man out on the 

marshes. Of course Pip is recalling Magwitch. The convict was introduced in Chapter 1, 

recaptured in Chapter 5, and will not be heard from again until Chapter 10, by proxy, in 

the stranger at the tavern who stirs his drink with a file and gives Pip a present of two 

pounds. But between the Hulks and the Tavern Pip has not forgotten his convict; how 
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could he? The assault among the graves, Pip’s pardonable complicity as a thief, and his 

witnessing of the reimprisonment on the marshes were harrowing experiences. On this 

frosty, clear evening Pip imagines his convict lying down in the marshes and cursing the 

“glittering multitude” of pitiless stars. 

What makes this passage particularly relevant to rest of Great Expectations, and 

to The Heart of the Matter, is the name of Pip’s beloved: Estella. Her name contains the 

stars. Pip has not yet met her or heard her name; that occurs in Chapter 8. Like the stars 

above the marshes, Estella will prove hard (the slap in the face in Chapter 9), glittering 

(the jewels in her hair in Chapters 8 and 11), and above lacking in healthy pity. In the 

terms of this first occurrence of stars in Great Expectations, for most of the novel Pip will 

be the cold, lonely prisoner keening in the marshes for the love of an starry, inaccessible, 

pitiless lady. Like son, like father. This is appropriate since Pip becomes a kind of son to 

his convict. Under Miss Havisham’s tutelage, the heartless Estella (Magwitch’s real 

daughter) would doubtless have behaved just as coldly to the convict had Dickens 

contrived for them to meet in the course of the novel. 

But why should we suppose that Greene had in mind these particular stars from 

Great Expectations while composing The Heart of the Matter? I have admitted a 

significant objection to this interpretation: Scobie pities the stars while the young Pip 

does not. Here is another objection. As far as I can tell Scobie’s vice of corrosive pity 

plays no part in Great Expectations. But these are objections that, like Blacker in the 

hands of the Thing, break upon their wielder’s breast. They turn out to be a strength 

rather than a weakness for my argument. We are deep in debatable territory, but I suspect 

Greene saw the absence of corrosive pity as one of the strengths of Great Expectations. If 
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I am right, the new emotional dynamic is a third reason Greene came to admire the novel, 

for it is a kind of antidote or reparation for the sentimentalities of Nell and Little Em’ly. 

In The Old Curiosity Shop we regret the stupid sentimentality of the omniscient narrator. 

In David Copperfield the narrator is one of the characters, who in fact in his boyhood 

falls in love with Emily and later tells her piteous story; but David, in the terms of the 

first line of his novel, turns out to be the hero of his own life. This is totally different 

from Great Expectations. Pip is the villain of his own life. This is what makes the 

narrative mode of Great Expectations so significant and so powerfully depressing. The 

reader’s identification with the sadder but wiser Pip is inescapable if we wish to read the 

book. Because of the first-person voice, we can only refuse to inhabit his mind by putting 

it down. But who would want to? Not Graham Greene. Not only is the prose lovely (“the 

music of memory”), but the narrator is remarkably clear-sighted and critical of his past—

it is almost a literal, Augustinian confession; Pip only lacks a God to pray to. His honesty 

and regret disarm our own critique. We experience the seduction, the acts, and the 

consequent guilt of Pip’s pride, as well as the pathos of Estella’s bad marriage—a rather 

limited and ‘realistic’ pathos for Dickens, which is matched by the limitations on the 

moral recuperation of Pip. Not until The Third Man does Greene attempt the same 

technical device on a large scale; his supreme achievement with it is in the Augustinian 

novel The End of the Affair; though The Quiet American also remarkably captures the 

piecemeal revelation of the narrator’s guilt that we experience in Great Expectations. 

We should see Scobie’s stars as Pip’s stars because Greene saw the remarkable 

virtues of Dickens’s mature novel. Although Pip and Scobie do not share the vice of pity, 

they do share the underlying moral problem, pride, the “capital” sin that in Scobie takes 
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the outward form of corrosive pity and in Pip reveals itself as snobbery. Of Pip’s first 

encounter with the stars we can say as Gerard Manley Hopkins says to Margaret, “Ah! as 

the heart grows older / it will come to such sights colder.” Under the corrupting influence 

of Miss Havisham and Estella, Pip’s pride blossoms into the novel’s ugliest and most 

realistic feature. It is unique in Dickens. Pip’s awful dropping of Joe and Biddy makes 

the reading all the more painful because the narrator refuses to obscure his sins. 

Pip’s pride and its gradual diminishment are associated with the stars in Great 

Expectations. The Heart of the Matter does not follow the Victorian in this last regard; 

the moral dynamics of the novel, and Greene’s allegiances to Péguy and Bloy, would not 

permit it.
220

 But in the end Pip also learns to pity his star—in the healthy sense of the 

term. When his pride is broken by the revelation of his real benefactor, Estella’s 

marriage, his illness, and (cruel, aesthetically admirable blow!) the disappointment of 

Biddy’s marriage to Joe, Pip begins the process of purification (cf. his burns at Miss 

Havisham’s) that will teach him to feel wholesome pity. Let us trace the rest of this 

constellation. 

Back in Chapter 7 of Great Expectations, Mrs Joe returns with the news that Miss 

Havisham wants Pip to come over and play. The chapter ends with Pip’s departure with 

Pumblechook. Seated in the open cart, he glances upward. 

I could at first see no stars from the chaise-cart. But they twinkled out one 

by one, without throwing any light on the questions why on earth I was 

going to play at Miss Havisham’s, and what on earth I was expected to 

play at. (67) 

 

As in the earlier passage from this chapter, the stars are sentient but silent. This time it is 

not pity that Pip finds lacking but an explanation of his sudden turn of fortune. 

                                                           
220

 The epigraph for The Heart of the Matter is taken from Péguy and the epigraph for The End of the Affair 

from Bloy. 
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Real stars
221

 do not appear again until Chapter 18, after Jaggers reveals Pip’s 

expectations: 

At those times I would get up and look out at the door; for our kitchen 

door opened at once upon the night, and stood open on summer evenings 

to air the room. The very stars to which I then raised my eyes, I am afraid 

I took to be but poor and humble stars for glittering on the rustic objects 

among which I had passed my life. (146) 

 

Flush with the promise of wealth, Pip mounts the heights of Scobiean of pride. Scobie 

pities the stars because he imagines he can save them; he has an irrational sense of 

“responsibility” (often a double-edged word in Greene’s writings) and a conceited trust in 

his value, and the value of sacrificing himself. He supposes, with bitter but revealing 

irony, that he alone (rather than, say, God) can save the inhabitants of other planets. Pip 

in Chapter 18 is similarly confused and conceited. The impression is magnified if we 

reread this paragraph with reference to Estella. Already Pip supposes himself lifted 

beyond the “rustics,” with a brilliant fortune in his future and (he hopes or soon will 

hope) a beautiful woman for his wife. The irony (of which the narrator is fully aware) is 

also enormous, since both expectations, money and girl, are derived not from Miss 

Havisham but from Magwitch the convict, who belongs wholly to the class of “rustic 

objects among which I had passed my life.” Furthermore the greater of the two 

expectations, Estella, continues to see Pip as a “rustic object” with large boots and coarse 

hands. He never rises above her. At the conclusion they join hands as equals, as brother 

and sister or perhaps man and wife. 

                                                           
221

 False stars appear in Chapter 9 when Pip invents a fantasy to meet his sister’s demand for news: “‘Yes,’ 

said I. ‘Estella waved a blue flag, and I waved a red one, and Miss Havisham waved one sprinkled all over 

with little gold stars, out at the coach-window. And then we all waved our swords and hurrahed” (80). I see 

nothing significant here. 
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The next few appearances of stars in the novel are less important. Each time they 

perform the same symbolic and emotional functions. In Chapter 35, when the conceited 

Pip returns to Joe and Biddy after his sister’s death, “Biddy cried; the darkening garden, 

and the lane, and the stars that were coming out, were blurred in my own sight” (266). 

Later in the same chapter, Biddy doubts Pip’s stated intention to visit Joe more often 

while “looking at me under the stars with a clear and honest eye” (267). The honest eyes 

of the girl who has long loved Pip, first crying and then looking at, or rather inside, him, 

have the temporary effect of blurring the stars, i.e., obscuring Estella’s attractions. But it 

does not last; Pip’s pride is too strong. Though reader and narrator realize the young 

buck’s error, we are powerless to stop it. This pathos is quite an achievement from the 

creator of Nell. Much later, in Chapter 53, Orlick captures Pip and tries to kill him. It is 

the second time Pip’s life has been threatened on the marshes, but this time the threat is 

real. Orlick has always been jealous of Pip for the sake of Biddy, and expresses his hatred 

in lunar and stellar imagery: 

“Now,” said he, when we had surveyed one another for some time, 

“I’ve got you.” 

“Unbind me. Let me go!” 

“Ah!” he returned, “I’ll let you go. I’ll let you go to the moon, I’ll 

let you go to the stars. All in good time.” (387) 

 

Orlick anticipates sending Pip to the stars. But this is precisely Magwitch’s desire to 

ascend the social ladder by creating a gentleman heir, and even more directly it is Pip’s 

desire to be united to Estella. If she had taken to him earlier this whole scene might have 

been avoided, for then Biddy would have ceased to cast her good eyes at Pip, and 

Orlick’s jealousy would have dwindled. Herbert and Trabb’s boy come to the rescue at 

the last minute, enabling Pip to keep his appointment with Magwitch in Chapter 54. 
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Rowing down the Thames toward sunset, Pip and his friends look for a tavern where they 

can stop: “The night was as dark by this time as it would be until morning; and what light 

we had, seemed to come more from the river than the sky, as the oars in their dipping 

struck at a few reflected stars” (400). Perhaps we should not make too much of this 

doubling of the stars, above and below, but if we remember the dual character of Estella’s 

origin—her biological parents (Magwitch and Jaggers’s mad servant) are criminals, and 

her adoptive mother is the richest woman in own—even this detail furthers the theme. 

The stars appear twice more in the novel. One reference, in Chapter 57, is briefer 

than all the rest and less significant. The other is at the very end, in Chapter 59. When 

Estella re-enters the story, the stars accompany her. 

A cold silvery mist had veiled the afternoon, and the moon was not yet up 

to scatter it. But, the stars were shining beyond the mist, and the moon was 

coming, and the evening was not dark. I could trace out where every part 

of the old house had been, and where the brewery had been, and where the 

gates, and where the casks. I had done so, and was looking along the 

desolate garden walk, when I beheld a solitary figure in it. (438) 

 

Very shortly the moon will rise and the mist will disperse, but the mild evening light will 

reveal “no shadow of another parting” (439). The stars are no longer doubled with 

reflections. Estella and Pip are equals, both humbled and both thoroughly Magwitchian, 

walking on the earth rather than flying through the spheres. If from their shared and lower 

place they were now to find their cold father in the marshes, they would not only feel 

healthy pity, they would extend charity. 

Conclusion 

When Graham Greene has Scobie pity the stars, he is reworking a scenario from 

several of his own novels. But he is also paying complicated homage to his favorite 

Dickens novel. This homage continued in his career, in a different form. Between 1948 
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and 1955, Greene wrote four first-person stories: “The Hint of an Explanation,” The 

Third Man, The End of the Affair, and The Quiet American. The narrator of each story is 

a skeptical rationalist, an atheist who encounters Catholics. The first two narrators are not 

very interesting. They indicate a shift in technique (though a few of Greene’s earlier short 

stories had used the first-person), but are little more than a pretext for telling a story at a 

remove. In the third and fourth stories, the first-person narration is integral to the story, 

just as Pip’s confessional remarks are integral to Great Expectations. The drama of The 

End of the Affair is largely a matter of the novelist Bendrix coming to grips with his 

unwilling belief in God, and the drama of The Quiet American lies in the journalist 

Thomas Fowler gradual admitting his guilt for the death of Alden Pyle. 

Another chapter, perhaps a book, might be written on the intertextuality of The 

End of the Affair, Great Expectations, and St Augustine’s Confessions. All three are 

confessional and penitential narratives. Only Augustine speaks from within orthodoxy, 

but the form of both English novels is prayerful, meditative: Pip regretting his past, and 

the misotheist Bendrix frightened by his future.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 

Man is a great deep, Lord. You number the hairs of his head and they are not lost in your 

sight: but the hairs of his head are easier to number than the affections and the 

movements of his heart. 

Augustine, Confessions 75 (trans. Sheed) 

 

The most important commitments of our lives, including methodological ones for a 

student of literature, are likely to be based on unverifiable positings. 

J. Hillis Miller, The Disappearance of God ix 

 

About ten years after Julian Jebb conducted his excellent interview of Waugh for 

Paris Review, he had occasion to describe Henry Lamb’s Oxford-era portrait of the 

author: 

The young man pushes a pipe into the corner of his mouth awkwardly, as 

if unaccustomed. In his left hand he holds a glass of brown ale at a 

perilous angle. His eyes stare out, confirming the references to his faun-

like appearance in the text—he looks like Nijinsky in a messianic mood. 

The tension is so great that one fancies at any second the pipe will burst 

into flame, the glass rocket from the hand and the eyes swivel into 

madness. It is the portrait of an impossible object. (“Impossible” 523) 

 

There is something ungraspable about both Greene and Waugh. George Steiner speaks of 

the literary critic’s “debt of love” (Tolstoy or Dostoevsky 3). The instability of taste 

(Maritain) and the impossibility of these particular objects (Jebb) do not invalidate one’s 

love, but they render difficult the repayment of the debt. 

I have reached three important conclusions. Near the beginning of Chapter 3, I 

said a definition of “the English Catholic novel” would be too English for Greene and too 

Catholic for Waugh. This is true, but regrettably my simpler definition of “the Catholic 

novel” has turned out to be less important to this ecumenical project than I originally 

supposed. Waugh’s Catholic novels are Brideshead Revisited, Helena, Men at Arms, 

Officers and Gentlemen, The Ordeal of Gilbert Pinfold, and Unconditional Surrender. 

“Compassion” is his only Catholic short story. Greene’s Catholic novels are Brighton 
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Rock, The Power and the Glory, The Heart of the Matter, and The End of the Affair. The 

story “The Hint of an Explanation” is also Catholic in my definition’s sense. The problem 

is that I have not offered readings of most of the Catholic novels. With Greene I covered 

half: The Heart of the Matter, “The Hint of an Explanation,” and (in two excurses) 

Brighton Rock. In two of these texts I found significant Victorian influence. I was less 

successful with Waugh, none of whose Catholic novels I have discussed. Not until I 

finished reading his essays did I grasp the formal connection of abstract characters, and 

how it almost automatically excludes the Catholic novels from my thesis. Waugh’s 

Catholic novels may be full of allusions to the Victorians, but these connections remain 

on the surface; they do not penetrate to the formal level of the work. It is in Waugh’s 

other fictions that I find significant Victorian influence: Decline and Fall, Vile Bodies, 

Black Mischief, A Handful of Dust, Scoop, Put Out More Flags, “Scott-King’s Modern 

Europe,” The Loved One, Love Among the Ruins, and “Basil Seal Rides Again.” 

Another conclusion to be drawn from this study is that the Victorians offered 

something comfortable to Greene and Waugh, especially in difficult situations far from 

home. Greene’s admiration for Trollope swelled in Mexico; Waugh’s hardest journey 

was ameliorated by the Catholic missionary’s volumes of Dickens. On leave from his 

duties in Yugoslavia in January 1945, Waugh gratefully accepted a present of Trollope 

novels from his friend Lady Dorothy Lygon: “Thank you so much. I will read them and 

return them. They are particularly welcome here where I live in solitude in a slum with 

plenty of wine but no literary nor indeed literate company” (Evelyn Waugh and His 

World 55-6). But after these journeys, the authors returned to England in the flesh, which 

eliminated the need for the literary England of Trollope and Dickens. 
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Nevertheless and finally I am confident that my O’Connor and Maritain material 

provides a sensible, productive grid for approaching the novel, “Catholic” or otherwise. 

Chapters 3 and 4 are almost detachable from the dissertation, so they do not suffer from 

the limitations of the Victorian-oriented thesis. 

To conclude I’d like to consider what would Waugh and Greene would make of 

my Maritainian approach. Both were familiar with his work and owned at least one of his 

books. Greene had a signed first edition of Maritain’s Frontières de la poésie et autres 

essais (1935), and Waugh had an English translation (1932) of Maritain’s Introduction 

générale à la philosophie (1920, trans. 1930).
222

 It is typical of their literary differences 

that Greene owned a French-language edition and Waugh’s was translated into English. 

If we can trust a letter dated circa March 1931, the young Greene knew Maritain’s work 

even earlier: “…Jacques Maritain, for whose work as a Catholic philosopher I have the 

greatest admiration” (Letters GG 40). Also relevant to this question is Greene’s deep 

thematic and spiritual continuity with the French Catholic novelists: Bloy, Péguy, 

Mauriac, and (though Greene might object) Bernanos. We seem to have Greene’s implicit 

blessing on a Maritainian reading of his fiction. 

With Waugh the fit is less neat but still defensible. According to Norman Page, 

the two met in America in December 1948 (EWC 111); he records no additional 

information, and neither do the Letters, Diaries, or biographies. We have the advantage 

of one explicit but ambivalent reference to Maritain in Waugh’s writings, published 

before the English edition of the Maritain volume in Waugh’s library. In an essay from 

November 1930, one month after his conversion, Waugh discusses a certain popular 

trend, a fashionable interest in the decade of the 1890s, or rather “the fiction that has 

                                                           
222

 See Greene and Waugh’s “Interesting Library” pages on LibraryThing. 
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come to represent the nineties,” especially the “great big booby Oscar Wilde” (EAR 124). 

The essay follows what Donat Gallagher calls Waugh’s typical procedure of creating an 

“intellectual framework” for his topic (112). Waugh describes fashion as “essentially 

fluid” (123), a metaphor that he pursues with the imagery of an ocean’s tide returning the 

ideas and ideals of previous eras to future generations. Then Waugh alters his water 

imagery. Maritain’s revival of Thomism is one fashion among others, a “little rivulet” 

that stands out from the “broad stream” of fashion (124). While Maritain has sufficient 

force to create a unique current, he “fails to keep up with [his] own period” (123). This 

might seem dismissive, but we have seen Waugh’s low estimation of modernity, and the 

failure to “keep up” with it, even at this early stage in his career, is not necessarily a 

weakness. Furthermore Waugh holds to a cyclic theory of aesthetic enjoyment (EAR 124, 

126, 321, 324; cf. Knox 75, Ordeal 1). Well-made objects from the past become attractive 

by the mere passage of time. If a thing was popular once, it will be popular again. This 

applies to philosophical systems as well as literary objects. 

Waugh and Maritain share several significant opinions. In Remote People (1931) 

Waugh makes a forceful defense of the clarity of the Western Mass: 

I had sometimes thought it an odd thing that Western Christianity, alone of 

all the religions of the world, exposes its mysteries to every observer, but I 

was so accustomed to this openness that I had never before questioned 

whether it was an essential and natural feature of the Christian system. 

…At Debra Lebanos I suddenly saw the classic basilica and open altar as a 

great positive achievement, a triumph of light over darkness consciously 

accomplished, and I saw theology as the science of simplification by 

which nebulous and elusive ideas are formalized and made intelligible and 

exact. (Waugh Abroad 249) 

 

Maritain’s essay “The Frontiers of Poetry” (1927) contains a striking parallel: 

Whatever admiration I may have for Roman and Gothic architecture, I 

remember the delight I experienced in St. Peter’s in Rome when I saw that 
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Catholicism is not bound even to what I hold dearest. In that great 

rational light, most appropriate for a religion publicly revealed, even 

Bernini served to give me evidence for the universality of my faith” (A&S 

135, emphasis added). 

 

Waugh would undoubtedly agree with Maritain’s claim on the next page that “the pitiable 

state of the modern world, a mere corpse of the Christian world, makes one desire with 

particular intensity the re-establishment of a true civilization” (A&S 137; cf. DK 17). 

Both inveigh against spurious archaisms in modern culture (A&S 50-1; Decline 226; 

Labels 18, 47-8, 91-2; Remote 208, 246). 

Whatever Greene and Waugh’s conscious and acknowledged affiliations and 

allegiances and whoever their “masters,” we have one final reason to examine their work 

through a Maritainian lens: it works. If we take seriously Maritain’s definitions of art, 

beauty, and form, we become better able to understand Greene and Waugh’s novels and 

other writings. Why does it work? Thomism, or rather Maritainian Thomism, might be 

true philosophy. I cannot enter into that question, but it seems fair to say Thomism 

delivers a remarkably coherent philosophy. To borrow a phrase from Paul Claudel, who 

was speaking of the ideal work of art, neo-Thomism offers “a certain picture of a world at 

once delightful, significant and rational” (qtd. in Maritain, A&S 207n141). It is a 

philosophy and theology that claims to take all art into account, and indeed all kinds of 

life—vegetable, animal, human, and superhuman—as well as all of inanimate reality. It 

provides one with remarkable resources for addressing the art of any period and place. 

Maritain uses St Thomas to discuss both Picasso and carpentry. 

“The basis of art is truth, both in matter and in mode,” says Flannery O’Connor 

(MM 65). If truth undergirds both the content and the form of literary art, then literary 

criticism, which is derivative and dependent upon its object (A&S 223n173), can also tell 
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the truth about the literature in question. Criticism is of the speculative order, which 

enjoys knowledge, rather than operative order, which uses knowledge. (Dissertations, 

which exist outside the mind, should communicate knowledge.) The complexity and 

instability of this knowledge is a function of its object and the modes of our perception. 

But good criticism constructs a kind of knowledge. 

One word more about truth and fiction. Flannery O’Connor’s anagogical eye 

pierced the surface of concrete reality to reach the deeper spiritual mysteries of the self 

and the world. By “mystery” she did not mean something ultimately unsolvable or 

impenetrable, for in that case the eye would not be “piercing” at all. Let us leave aside 

that sort of “mystery” which is really a screen for mystification. O’Connor means 

mysterion in the Pauline sense, something formerly hidden but now revealed, and 

something entirely gratuitous: 

…for surely you have already heard of the commission of God’s grace that 

was given me for you, and how the mystery was made known to me by 

revelation, as I wrote above in a few words, a reading of which will enable 

you to perceive my understanding of the mystery of Christ. In former 

generations this mystery was not made known to humankind, as it has now 

been revealed to his holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit: that is, the 

Gentiles have become fellow heirs, members of the same body, and 

sharers in the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel. (Eph. 3:2-6, 

NRSV)
223

 

 

This is the supreme and unique Christian mystery. O’Connor’s revelation is not apostolic 

but “prophetic” (MM 44). American theologian Miroslav Volf describes prophetic 

religion as “advocat[ing] active transformation of the world” (Public 6). Moses goes up 

the mountain to receive the divine message and descends to deliver it to the people. The 

prophetic artist has nothing to do with forecasting, fortune-telling, or divine inspiration, 
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 Maritain: “There is in fact no mystery where there is nothing to know; mystery exists where there 

is more to be known than is given to our comprehension” (A&S 28 footnote). 
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but she must be willing to make the private reception and undertake the public 

expression. Maritain’s term for the novelist’s anagogical vision is an “experiential” (A&S 

221-2) or “moral” knowledge of humankind (A&P 52-67, and esp. 76). Translated into 

the work of art, this knowledge becomes accessible to the one who enjoys the artwork. 

Anagogical vision, by analogy to the speculative intellect and the science of metaphysics, 

beholds a thing’s “ontological secret” (A&S 24). First divination, then expression; first 

anagogical vision, then prophetic-artistic message. Between these activities the artist 

must build the artwork, must “transpose the secret rules of being…according to the laws 

of the work-to-be-made” (A&S 127). If it seems grandiose to call art “revelation” and 

criticism “truth-telling,” O’Connor also reminds us that sometimes the sole task of the 

anagogical seer is to hurtle a textbook at someone’s head and tell her to go back to hell 

(Complete Stories 499-500).  
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Appendix I: Critical definitions of “the Catholic novel” 

I hesitate to use the phrase “Catholic novelist.” I believe the subordination (and 

consequently the differentiation) of art to religion should be maintained at all times. Art 

is responsible to religion; but it has its own autonomy, and is often Catholic only in the 

non-technical sense that it is human. A work of art is something made in the natural order 

by a human craftsman, for which he is responsible—not the Church. It is mischievous to 

set up an archetype and call it “the Catholic novel” and condemn writers as heretics and 

bad craftsmen when they write something you dislike. 

Grace, “Evelyn Waugh as a Social Critic” 36 

 

Despite the difficulties cataloged in Chapter 3, “the Catholic novel” has long been 

the object of criticism and analysis. The following list gives some of the definitions of the 

Catholic novel that have been offered by scholars and critics over the last 60 years. It is 

exclusive rather than exhaustive: only definitions interested in the “pre-Vatican II” 

Catholic novel have been admitted.
224

 Broadening the scope to include the religious or 

the Christian novel would have made the list too long for both writer and reader. (The 

first entry is a significant exception.) Several of the definitions, however, concern 

Catholic fiction rather than specifically the novel, to make room for short stories and 

novellas. 

I have tried to keep each entry brief without losing its distinctness. Some of the 

definitions are strict (1982 Sonnenfeld) and some are loose (1980 Hitchcock). Some point 

to technique (1970 Kellogg), some to theme (1984 Gilman, 1987 Lodge), some to 

characterization (1980 Bergonzi), many to perspective. Some are what the scholastics call 

“imperfect definitions,” providing only examples of the Catholic novel; others attempt 

“perfect definitions” by offering essential qualities (1952 O’Brien, 1965 Sonnenfeld [a]). 

Some define by their effect on the ideal reader (1965 Sonnenfeld [b]). Some are 
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 Many critics (recently Nick Ripatrazone, The Fine Delight: Postconciliar Catholic Literature, 2013), 

identify a major shift in the thematics of English-language Catholic fiction after the Second Vatican 

Council. This is not my area of expertise, though the basic pattern is suggested by Greene’s corpus. 
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contradictory or paradoxical in that they refuse to define while recognizing the 

importance of definition (1952 O’Brien, 2007 Crowe). A few seem rather questionable. 

One (1949 Orwell) is not a definition at all, but an observation. The list is organized 

according to chronology (publication or composition). Book or essay or a similar term in 

parentheses indicates the context of the definition. Several critics have formulated 

different definitions at different times in their careers; these are grouped together despite 

the interruption of chronology. Some of these texts are cited or discussed in the main 

body of the dissertation, but I don’t mind repetition for the purpose of immediate 

comparison. Full citations can be found in the Bibliography. 

1908 Catholic Encyclopedia (article): “Christian art is sometimes used to denote 

the fine arts and their creations, in as much as they are in harmony with Christian ideals 

and principles” (“Christian Art”). 

1949 Orwell (fragment in a notebook): “Advantage to a novelist of being a 

Catholic—theme of collision between two kinds of good…. Waugh is abt as good a 

novelist as one can be (i.e. as novelists go today) while holding untenable opinions” (“For 

Article on E. Waugh” 47-8). 

1952 O’Brien (book): The “two essential elements in the work of a Catholic 

imaginative writer” are “corruption and the cross” (209). But then, “I am not attempting 

to define ‘the Catholic imagination’ (211). The relationship “between imagination and 

Catholicism” is “equivocal” as we move from one author to another (211). “We shall not, 

then, speak of ‘the Catholic imagination’… but of “an imaginative pattern which is 

peculiar receptive to Catholicism” (212). 

1965 Sonnenfeld (essay): (a) “The Catholic novel…is reactionary, not in a 

negative political sense, though this is often the case too, but because it is a reaction to 

disorder and the threat of imminent chaos” (388). (b) “The best Catholic novels force the 

reader to fulfill a novitiate in the cloisters of hell, and whatever glimpses of the stations 

on the road to redemption we do get are deliberately blurred” (404). 

Cf. 1982 Sonnenfeld (book): “a novel written by a Catholic, using 

Catholicism as his informing mythopoeic structure or generative symbolic 

system, and where the principal and decisive issue is the salvation or 

damnation of the hero or heroine” (vii). 

1967 Hebblethwaite (essay): “There can be no once for all statement of what the 

relationship between theology and ‘novelists who are Catholics’ ought to be. The one 

certain thing is that there will be a relationship, at least between faith and the writing of 

novels” (678). “There are, it should be clear, no handy, hold-all generalizations with 
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which to commend or dismiss ‘Catholic novelists.’ They have neither privileged insights 

nor insurmountable handicaps. We have too often readily assumed that the ‘Catholic 

novel’ is defined by what it is about. One must expect it to be increasingly a matter of 

horizon…or vocation” (679). 

1970 Kellogg (book): “a novel whose mainspring of dramatic action depends 

upon Roman Catholic theology, or upon the history of thought within one of the world’s 

large Roman Catholic communities, or upon “development” of Roman Catholic “ideas” 

in Newman’s sense” (1). 

1980 Hitchcock (essay): “That Catholicism should have proved fruitful in the 

twentieth-century literary context is not surprising for several reasons; not the least 

important is the fundamental dramatic tensions which it generates: sin and redemption, 

authority and freedom, tradition and experience. Modern culture, as it grows 

simultaneously more open and more uniform, takes on a certain flatness which renders 

novelistic creation in particular quite problematical. For those who took Catholicism 

seriously, however, there was never any lack of enticing possibilities” (213). “Nowhere, 

perhaps, did Catholic novelists move more resolutely against the cultural grain than in 

their willingness to propose the redemptive value of renunciation” (214). 

1980 Bergonzi (essay): “Their [the Catholic novelists’] creations were not merely 

characters in a tale but immortal souls with an eternal destiny…if damnation seemed 

closer and more likely that was no more than one might expect, given the corruption of 

the world and the fallen state of human nature” (44). Yet “at the heart of the matter lay 

grace, the free and unmerited gift from God that man needs for sanctification and 

salvation” (46). 

1984 Gilman (essay): “When I finished ‘The Power and the Glory’ I remember 

thinking that it was the first contemporary novel I’d read that dealt with the idea of sin, 

with human weakness at a level deeper than the psyche or ordinary morality. It was the 

first fiction of our time that I knew of in which something you could call the soul—not 

the “heart” or the psyche—and the body confronted one another. …‘Crime and 

Punishment,’ the book to which I kept comparing the novels I was reading, ought really 

to be called ‘Sin and Punishment,’ as it is in Russian, where the word we translate as 

‘crime’ signifies transgression” (7). “Sex was perilously involved with spiritual hurt and 

possible loss in these books, and earthly desire was unendingly pitted against the hope of 

heaven. But I saw that one didn’t have to choose between the flesh and spirit; one could 

choose to live, one couldn’t help living, in the anguished fertile tension in which body 

and soul are held” (58). 

1987 Lodge (introduction to Mauriac, The Knot of Vipers): “If there was ever 

such a thing as the ‘Catholic novel’, this is a classic example of the genre. It has all the 

ingredients: the idea of the sinner being ‘at the heart of Christianity’ (Péguy’s phrase), the 

idea of ‘mystical substitution’ (little Marie’s self-sacrifice), the implied critique of 

materialism, the tireless pursuit of the erring soul by God, ‘the Hound of Heaven’ in 

Francis Thompson’s famous metaphor.” 

1991 Woodman (book): a novel “deal[ing] with specifically Catholic themes or 

subject matter or indeed with any themes or subject matter from a distinctively Catholic 

perspective and with a sufficient degree of inwardness” (qtd. in Crowe 24) 
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1994 Fraser (book): After summarizing several of the preceding definitions and 

analyses, Fraser adds his own distinctives: “the Catholic novel does not share the modern 

prejudice against authorial comment in fiction,” nor the “minimalist techniques of the 

nouveau roman,” nor the “mimetic techniques” of Victorian and modern realists (xix). 

Rather, “the plot is always God-centered, and the visible world is not seen as distinct 

from the spiritual but as a sacramental manifestation of it. Nothing in the world is 

arbitrary, and every event or action has its place in the Divine pattern. This in turn is not 

evident in any particular moment but has its own system of justice and providence, which 

can only be understood sub specie aeternitatis. And in this framework not only good 

deeds but even sin provides potential for salvation” (xx). Fraser specifies “the kind of 

Catholic novel written in the first half of the twentieth century.” 

2007 Crowe (book): Not just a novel featuring “Catholic material” that 

“enliven[s] a plot and add a wealth of texture and color,” such as “nuns, the mystique of 

priesthood, confessions, sexual angst, marriage and divorce problems and so forth” (18). 

To be Catholic, the fiction must “nurture an analogical imagination, a sacramental view 

of the world, and a propensity to tell stories of faith” (18-23). More specifically, “a 

Catholic novel is a work of substantial literary merit, in which Catholic theology and 

thought have a significant presence within the narrative, with genuine attention to the 

inner spiritual life, often drawing on Catholicism’s rich liturgical and sacramental 

symbolism and enriched by the analogical Catholic imagination” (24). At the end of the 

book, Crowe calls into question the whole enterprise of defining the Catholic novel: “The 

Catholic novel partakes of the capaciousness of Catholicism. There is a place for the 

realistic novel describing the day to day life of ordinary Catholics; the novel that 

foregrounds the inherent drama of the faith by using exotic settings, odd or eccentric 

characters, and highly exceptional situations; and the novel that makes little explicit use 

of Catholicism but through symbolism, imagery, or simply invoking the paradigmatic 

Christian stories to shape its narrative expresses Catholic beliefs. The most problematic 

part of the phrase ‘the Catholic novel’ is the article the” (372). 

Related: Paul Elie’s “Has Fiction Lost Its Faith?” in the New York Times Sunday Book 

Review (19 Dec 2012) stimulated several interesting responses in the blogosphere, from 

writers of Protestant, Jewish, and Catholic faith. I exclude these texts from the main list 

because Elie’s topic is fiction and “faith” or “religion,” rather than Catholicism. The 

responses include: Alan Jacobs (19 Dec 2012), D.G. Myers (20 Dec 2012), Gregory 

Wolfe (10 Jan 2013), John Daniel Davidson (23 Jan 2013), Noah Millman (23 Jan 2013), 

Nick Ripatrazone (16 Apr 2013), Randy Boyagada (Aug/Sep 2013), Micah Mattix (18 Jul 

2013), and Artur Rosman (12 Aug 2013, with two follow-ups on 14 Aug and 15 Aug). 

See Bibliography for complete citations. 
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Appendix II: Maritain on the novel 

The following passage from A&S (221-2) was added to the second French edition (1927). 

“As for the liberty of the artist with regard to the subjects he depicts, it 

seems that the problem is, as a rule, poorly stated, because one forgets that 

the subject is only the matter of the work of art. The essential question is 

not to know whether a novelist can or cannot depict such or such an aspect 

of evil. The essential question is to know at what altitude he is prepared to 

depict it and whether his art and his heart are pure enough and strong 

enough for him to depict it without complicity or connivance. The more 

deeply the modern novel probes human misery, the more does it require 

superhuman virtues in the novelist. To write Proust's work as it needed to 

be written would have required the inner light of a Saint Augustine. The 

opposite occurs, and we see the observer and the thing observed, the 

novelist and his subject, rivalling each other in a competition to degrade. 

From this point of view, the influence André Gide has exercised on French 

letters, and the exaggeration in which he indulges in his latest works, must 

be regarded as very characteristic. 

I have just mentioned the novel. Unlike other literary forms, the novel has 

as its object not a thing-to-be-made that would possess its own beauty in 

the world of artifacts, and of which human life furnishes only the 

elements, but human life itself to be moulded in fiction, as providential Art 

moulds human life in reality. The object it must create is humanity itself—

humanity to be formed, scrutinized and governed like a world. Such seems 

to me to be the distinctive characteristic of the art of the novel. 

…One can therefore understand the necessity for integrity, authenticity 

and universality in the novelist’s realism: only a Christian, nay more, a 

mystic, because he has some idea of what is in man, can be a complete 

novelist (not without risk, for he needs an experienced knowledge of the 

creature; and this knowledge can come from only two sources, the old tree 

of the knowledge of evil, and the gift of Understanding, which the soul 

receives with the other gifts of grace…). “There is not,” said Georges 

Bernanos speaking of Balzac, “a single feature to be added to any one of 

those frightful characters, but he has not been down to the secret spring, to 

the last recess of conscience where evil organizes from within, against 

God and for the love of death, that part of us the harmony of which has 

been destroyed by original sin….” And again: “take the characters of 

Dostoievsky, those whom he himself calls The Possessed. We know the 

diagnosis the great Russian made of them. But what would have been the 

diagnosis of a Curé of Ars, for instance? What would he have seen in 

those obsure souls?” 

The following quotations are made from the chapter “Dialogues” in A&P. Written in 

1928, it was collected in a French volume in 1935 and translated into English in 1943. 
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Gide and Dostoievsky. Gide sympathizes so much with his model 

that he confuses its semblance with his own. He is aware of this, withal, 

and judges doubtless that no veritable artist could paint otherwise; which 

is at once true and false, like many literary theses. 

Dostoievsky never sent his younger brother to seek freedom in sin 

more daringly than he had done himself. He loved this brother too much, 

he had made his own voyage with too much sagacity, he knew too well 

what sin is. (52-3) 

* 

Dostoievsky met Christ at hard labor, and did not turn away. Time 

Jesum transeuntem et non amplius revertentem. 

One day Dostoievsky had his eyes opened on the spiritual world by 

a touch of the Gospel and he remained forever troubled by it, because the 

intuitions of his heart did not find on the side of his intelligence the pure 

certitudes that should have stabilized them. Misguided by his time (and by 

Jean-Jacques Rousseau), he never believed that reason can justify that 

distinction between good and evil to which he submitted his thought. He 

does not seem, either, to have become aware of the essentially 

supernatural certitude of that faith in the Redeemer to which his soul was 

appendant. 

His misfortune is to have created a sort of schism between love and 

wisdom, not to have understood that the former is exhaled by the latter. He 

himself was the first victim of his misunderstanding of Catholicism. (53-4) 

* 

Gide has very rightly noted, “nothing is less gratuitous— in the 

sense given nowadays to the word— than the work of Dostoievsky. Each 

of his novels is a sort of demonstration; one could almost say a special 

pleading—or better still a sermon.” He wrote The Brothers Karamazov 

and The Demons to project on atheism the terrible light that was 

consuming him. 

Shall I add that his example suffices perhaps to show that it is 

possible to “know that what you write will have an effect” without curbing 

on that account your art and thought? Dostoievsky “retains, in face of 

human reality, a humble, submissive attitude; he never forces, he never 

diverts the event toward himself.” Well and good. This is to say that his art 

does not give way, while he uses it for his God. (54) 

* 

“Dostoievsky is not properly speaking a thinker, he is a novelist.” 

Andre Gide explains to us very well that clumsy as he is in expressing his 

thoughts on his own account and on the abstract plane, Dostoievsky 

mingles them with the flesh and blood of his characters and makes them 

live in them; they are not the ideas of a philosopher, contemplative ideas, 



325 

 

they are the ideas of an artist, factive ideas. Nothing could be more 

exact—provided it is added that this novelist is a theologian-novelist, a 

prophet-novelist. But then, let us beware, in trying to disentangle his 

thoughts, of misjudging the admirable complexity of the creative 

synthesis, of attributing to the artist in too brutal a manner, as issuing 

directly from him, what is not his except through and in the matter that he 

animates, what does not manifest his thought save by the rays a thousand 

times refracted, and by the total distribution of the light, and by the 

portions of shadow as much as by the light. (54-5) 

* 

Every novel is a mirror borne along before the futuribilia and 

before the laws of divine government, and the novelist who does not 

believe in moral values destroys in himself the very matter of his art. 

In behalf of that one of his characters who most resembles his own 

confession, Stravoguin of The Demons, Dostoievsky contrives no alibi, he 

leads him to his miserable suicide with a severity, a clairvoyance, a logic 

without pity. He loves him however, for it is himself, or at least the dark 

face of himself. But it is exactly here that best appears, in my sense, the 

transcendence of his genius as a novelist. His work is similar to the living 

universe, there is in it a sort of metaphysical pathos because the beings 

who move about in it are, to a certain degree, in the same relation to the 

thought that creates them, as men are to God. He loves his characters, 

more tenderly perhaps than does any other artist, he puts himself into them 

more than does any other; at the same time, he scrutinizes them and judges 

them inflexibly. (58-9) 

* 

This great idea of the novel I like to find again in a Julian Green. 

So much does he respect in his art the creative miracle and the invisible 

roots that join it to the kingdom of the heavens, that an accepted 

complacence to what injures the soul would seem to him to put to death 

his gifts. (59) 

* 

“The essential question is not to know if a novelist can or cannot 

paint a particular aspect of evil. The essential question is to know at what 

height he places himself to make this painting, and if his heart and his art 

are pure enough, and strong enough, to make it without connivance.” 

[From A&S, trans. Scanlan] 

Is this to say that according to me the novelist should isolate 

himself from his characters, to observe them from outside, as a scientist 

follows in his laboratory the experiments that he has instituted? Really 

now; would the character exist if he did not live in his author, and his 

author in him? It is not by virtue of a simple metaphor, but indeed of a 

profound analogy, that it behooves us to place the art of the novel in the 
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theological light of the mystery of creation properly so-called. “Contrary 

to other literary forms the novel has for its object, not a thing to be 

fabricated having in the world of artefacta its proper beauty and of which 

human life furnishes only the elements, but its object is human life itself to 

be conducted in a fiction, as the Art of Providence does in reality. Its 

object of creation is humanity itself to be formed, scrutinized and 

governed like a world.” [A&S, trans. Scanlan] An imaginary humanity is 

meant, that takes birth in the heart of man and reveals man to himself. In 

this sense, one can say with Mauriac that the knowledge of man is the 

proper goal for the literature of the novel. (59-60) 

* 

Immanence and transcendence— is there anything more intimate 

to creatures than their Creator? It is in Himself that He knows them, they 

are the freely willed participations of His essence. And Himself in Himself 

is perfectly separate from them. 

Man is too poor a creature, even with respect to his images, to be 

capable of such a delicate distinction. Sometimes he cuts himself off too 

much from what he is creating, sometimes he mingles himself in it. It 

remains that the boundary to which to tend is very clearly determined. 

Let us not confound the union of love and the union of complicity. 

Amor extasim faciens: It is by love, not by an obscure collusion, that the 

novelist is in his characters. He does not paint them well, he does not 

know them unless, living in them, he judges them. Not to “intervene” from 

without and twist their destiny. But, on the contrary, to follow their 

destiny from within, and make it true. (60-1) 

* 

The role of the novelist is not that of the scientist. The scientist 

propagates only notions, concerns himself with truth alone. He addresses 

only a limited public of specialized readers. 

The novelist is answerable for a practically illimitable influence. 

His readers are only rarely those for whom his message is designed (and 

they are few in number). He knows it. He complains of it. He profits by it. 

He holds to it. 

This boundlessness of the public renders the problem more and 

more difficult. Is the novelist sometimes perplexed about the 

consequences of his work (for they are often ambiguous), there remains 

for him, in any case, a sure criterion: if he is careful to paint, according to 

the rule we were discussing above, only that which he can paint without 

connivance with evil, this severity toward himself will be, without 

exempting him from the solicitude for others, the essential standard for 

what is permitted to his work. (63-4) 

* 
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In default of the light of the gift of knowledge, the novelist has at 

hand other recourses. 

The dangerous consciousness of itself gained by the modern novel 

obliges it more and more to choose between spirits. 

Finally, a selection from “The Freedom of Song” (A&P), written in 1935 and translated 

into English with “Dialogues” in 1943. 

The novel poses wholly different questions, which I do not here 

touch upon. For it, the “knowledge of man” is, if I may so put it, a 

vocational task, but with Mauriac as with Malraux, with Green himself, 

the question is that of a moral knowledge rather than a poetic knowledge. 

(76) 
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Appendix III: On Manichaeism 

And it was all one huge fable, one long lie; and by its adulterous caressing, my soul, 

which lay itching in my ears, was utterly corrupted. 

Augustine, Confessions 69 (trans. Sheed) 

 

…the Boy stared ahead into the bright core of the darkness. 

Greene, Brighton Rock 148 

 

What exactly is Manicheism? Greene did not use the word lightly; he was a 

serious reader of theology, especially Newman and Augustine. In another context I 

referred to Dickens’s use of “binaries.” Especially in characters binaries are one of 

Dickens’s main structural principles: “Merry” and “Cherry” Pecksniff; the Brothers 

Cheeryble; Sydney Carton and Charles Darnay. Wemmick from Great Expectations is 

split in half (like his employer) and cloisters his personal life in his private castle, far 

from his working life. Even Wemmick’s wedding party is disguised with fishing rods. 

Manicheism was a “dualist” religion, a movement and an institution, a philosophy 

and a theology with a distinct view of God and the cosmos. It promoted austere moral 

teachings and claimed to solve the very old problem of evil: How can we explain the 

presence of evil in a world created by a good, omnipotent God? The Manichees claimed 

to be Christians and believed in a divine Creator. Their dualism meant that they also, 

however, believed in an infernal Creator. This doctrine grounds the Manichean solution 

of the problem of evil. Evil is eternal; the cosmos has always been in a state of war 

between evil or the Dark and good or the Light (roughly, God). Matter, especially matter 

associated with sensuality, was created by the Dark; Spirit, and to a limited extent the 

parts of human bodies associated with reason, were created by the Light. Manicheism 

was also “gnostic,” teaching its adherents that salvation not achieved by “faith working 
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through love” (Gal. 5:6), but by learning some special or secret knowledge and 

behavioral rules, primarily moral and ritual in nature. 

Growing from the teaching of Mani, a third-century Persian prophet, Manicheism 

is probably best known today for its association with St Augustine, who as a young man 

abandoned the Catholic Christianity of his mother in favor of a sensual life—though the 

modern reader of the Confessions is likely to find that life less sensual than is commonly 

supposed. As a young man he read a book by Cicero, no longer extant, which kindled his 

passion for truth. He eventually joined the Manichees, who persuaded him that they knew 

the truth and were the true Christians. He remained in the sect for about a decade 

(Confessions 50, trans. Chadwick). Henry Chadwick explains some of the specifics of 

Augustine’s first adulthood religion: 

The religion of Mani…expressed in poetic form a revulsion from the 

material world, and became the rationale for an ultra-ascetic morality. The 

Manichees regarded ‘the lower half of the body’ as the disgusting work of 

the devil, the very prince of darkness. Sex and the dark were intimately 

associated in Mani’s mind, and the Dark was the very essence of evil. 

(Chadwick, Augustine 11) 

 

Augustine enrolled as a Manichee “hearer,” and like most Manichees never reached the 

status of an “elect”; this greatly dialed down his ascetical requirements. The electi were 

required to be vegetarian, completely celibate, perfectly sober, and entirely pure in their 

thoughts. The hearers or auditores were in roughly the same position as Catholic 

catechumens, who received instruction, perhaps for several years, in order to prepare for 

baptism and the declaration of the Christian creed (Arendzen). Augustine’s status 

permitted him to retain his concubine, who lived with him and with whom he had a son. 

Manichean dualism led to some startling beliefs. The following passage from 

Augustine seems to verge on parody: 
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Gradually and inevitably I was drawn to accept every kind of nonsense—

as that a fig weeps when it is plucked and its mother tree sheds tears of 

sap. But provided the fig had been plucked by another man’s sin and not 

his own, some Manichean saint might eat it, digest it in his stomach and 

groaning and sighing in prayer breathe out from it angels: nay more, he 

might breathe out certain particles of the Godhead; and these particles of 

the true and supreme God would have remained in bondage in the fruit 

unless set free by the teeth and belly of some holy Elect one. (Confessions 

54, trans. Sheed) 

 

This heretical sacramental realism probably resonated with Greene, whose Catholic 

novels often casually refer to “getting God in the gut” in the Eucharist. The notion of 

retching up angels is grotesque, but it is not entirely alien to the world of Blacker, Master 

David, Pinkie Brown, and the whisky priest. 

Another element of Manicheism that tempted Greene was its “solution” to the 

problem of evil. Such at least is the suggestion of “The Young Dickens.” Chadwick calls 

the “origin of evil” the “central question” for Mani and his followers; when Augustine 

came to reject their solution he lost all interest in the religion. Chadwick summarizes 

Mani’s mythology: 

He explained evil as resulting from a primeval and still continuing cosmic 

conflict between Light and Dark, these terms being both symbol and 

physical reality. The forces of good and evil in the world have strengths 

and weaknesses such that neither side can vanquish the other. In 

consequence of the damage inflicted by the powers of Dark on the realm 

of Light, little fragments of God, or Soul, have become scattered 

throughout the world in all living things, including animals and plants. 

Melons and cucumbers were deemed to contain a particularly large 

ingredient of divinity, and were therefore prominent in the diet of 

Manichee Elect. (Chadwick, Augustine 13) 

 

We saw in “The Young Dickens” Greene’s description of the appeal of Manichean 

cosmogony. The name of the baker in “The Hint of an Explanation” is “Blacker,” and 

may be an example of Greene overcoming his Manichean temptations; this would help to 

account for the happy ending of the story, very unusual for Greene. It seems likely that 
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the Manichean aversion to sex, which features so prominently in the psychology of 

Pinkie Brown, also attracted Greene. Sexual infidelity was his besetting sin. Some of the 

novels and stories leave the impression of a worldly, sensual Greene; at other times his 

weariness suggests he would rather be done with it all. 

One must also realize that for the Manichees, Evil was a positive quality or being. 

Christian theology after the neo-Platonists and Augustine would firmly reject this idea. It 

considers evil to be a lack, absence, aporia, corruption: not a substance but a defect in a 

substance. This is the orthodox explanation for the “presence” of evil in the world of a 

good God. It is not really “present,” in the technical sense, at all. There is only one 

Creator, and God never said “Let there be Evil.” 

Manicheism was not always tempting to Greene. He described “Doctor Fry,” his 

father’s predecessor as the dean of Berkhamsted School, as a “Manichaean figure in 

black gaiters with a long white St. Peter’s beard” (A Sort 69). This “absurd” figure’s 

Manicheism consisted of a special delight in caning. We learn elsewhere that the same 

man (“that former ogre of Berkhamsted”) created bad blood with the family of the man 

who instructed Greene in the faith, Fr. Trollope (A Sort 165-6). The fact that Greene 

deeply admired Fr. Trollope for his “inexplicable goodness” (A Sort 166) makes the 

association of Fry with the Manichees all the more telling. 
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Figure 2. Original cover of Waugh’s Decline and Fall (1928). Wikipedia. Source URL: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Evelyndeclineandfall.jpg 
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Figure 3. Illustration from Waugh’s Love Among the Ruins (1953). The central figure is 

the dancer Clara after her disastrous surgery. Source: Kindle edition of The Complete 

Stories of Evelyn Waugh. 
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