most precious chance for beauty, and is,
moreover, not composed at all unless the
painter knows how that principle of health and
safety, working as an absolutely premeditated
art, has prevailed. There may in its absence be
life, incontestably, as The Newcomes has life,
as Les Trois Mousquetaires, as Tolstoi's Peace
and War, have it; but what do such large, loose,
baggy monsters, with their queer elements of
the accidental and the arbitrary, artistically
mean? We have heard it maintained, we well
remember, that such things are "superior to art";
but we understand least of all what that may
mean, and we look in vain for the artist, the
divine explanatory genius, who will come to
our aid and tell us. There is life and life, and as
waste is only life sacrificed and thereby
prevented from "counting," I delight in a deep-
breathing economy and an organic form. My
business was accordingly to "go in" for
complete pictorial fusion, some such common



interest between my two first notions as would,
in spite of their birth under quite different
stars, do them no violence at all.

I recall with this confirmed infatuation of
retrospect that through the mild perceptions I
here glance at there struck for The Tragic
Muse the first hour of a season of no small
subjective felicity; lighted mainly, I seem to
see, by a wide west window that, high aloft,
looked over near and far London sunsets, a
half-grey, half-flushed expanse of London life.
The production of the thing, which yet took a
good many months, lives for me again all
contemporaneously in that full projection,
upon my very table, of the good fog-filtered
Kensington mornings; which had a way indeed
of seeing the sunset in and which at the very
last are merged to memory in a different and a
sharper pressure, that of an hotel bedroom in
Paris during the autumn of 1889, with the



Exposition du Centenaire about to end—and
my long story, through the usual difficulties, as
well. The wusual difficulties—and 1 fairly
cherish the record as some adventurer in
another line may hug the sense of his inveterate
habit of just saving in time the neck he ever
undiscourageably risks—were those
bequeathed as a particular vice of the artistic
spirit, against which vigilance had been
destined from the first to exert itself in vain,
and the effect of which was that again and
again, perversely, incurably, the centre of my
structure would insist on placing itself not, so
to speak, in the middle. It mattered little that
the reader with the idea or the suspicion of a
structural centre is the rarest of friends and of
critics—a bird, it would seem, as merely fabled
as the phoenix: the terminational terror was
none the less certain to break in and my work
threaten to masquerade for me as an active
figure condemned to the disgrace of legs too



short, ever so much too short, for its body. I
urge myself to the candid confession that in
very few of my productions, to my eye, has the
organic centre succeeded in getting into proper
position.

Time after time, then, has the precious
waistband or girdle, studded and buckled and
placed for brave outward show, practically
worked itself, and in spite of desperate
remonstrance, or in other words essential
counterplotting, to a point perilously near the
knees—perilously I mean for the freedom of
these parts. In several of my compositions this
displacement has so succeeded, at the crisis, in
defying and resisting me, has appeared so
fraught with probable dishonour, that I still turn
upon them, in spite of the greater or less
success of final dissimulation, a rueful and
wondering eye. These productions have in fact,
if 1 may be so bold about it, specious and



spurious centres altogether, to make up for the
failure of the true. As to which in my list they
are, however, that is another business, not on
any terms to be made known. Such at least
would seem my resolution so far as I have thus
proceeded. Of any attention ever arrested by
the pages forming the object of this reference
that rigour of discrimination has wholly and
consistently failed, I gather, to constitute a
part. In which fact there is perhaps after all a
rough justice—since the infirmity I speak of,
for example, has been always but the direct and
immediate fruit of a positive excess of
foresight, the overdone desire to provide for
future need and lay up heavenly treasure against
the demands of my climax. If the art of the
drama, as a great French master of it has said,
is above all the art of preparations, that is true
only to a less extent of the art of the novel, and
true exactly in the degree in which the art of
the particular novel comes near that of the



