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Irving Babbitt as I Knew Him

G. R. ELLiorr kw QMJ
l\/iv FIRST sight of Balmndcs A

I had read his publications with mixed feeiin;r
with admiration for his scholarship and force but w
irritation at his roughshod treatment, as it seemed,
me, of poetic imagination. Nor was that annoya
soothed away by a kind note which he had writ
to me upon an early essay of my own. I was a yoir
professor of English literature in Bowdoin Colly
and certainly words of commendation from Profes
Babbitt were welcome; bur he accompanied the
words with other words urging that T should modi
my point of view; and the proposed modification s
peared to boil down to this, that T should adopt |
point of view. This was not what he consciously i
tended to say; it was what | decided, upon reflectio”
that his note meant. I'replied with critical sharpn
and personal irritation. He wrote again, with a critic
sharpness far surpassing mine, but with no person
irritation. That was irritating. I resolved to get a si
of this man who, like the Unmoved Mover of his mz
ter Aristotle, could cause an emotion which he did v
feel or which, at least, he could fully repress. Durit
my next visit to the Harvard Yard I'joined the stres
of students entering his classroom (having been &
formed that he was quite oblivious to foreign particl
in that stream) and took a chair at the rear.
The man who presently entered the room
seated himself behind the desk was of big fram
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slightly stooped. The face was craggy, the jaw ob-
trusive, the voice vibrant, the gestures quick and angu-
lar. And certainly when he spoke he laid down the
law; but not as though the law were his own. It be-
longed to humanity, so he made one feel; it had been
enacted by the parliament of history and he was 2
clerk announcing it. He did so in tones full of its irn-

ortance but empty of his own. I had known many
professors who were modest because they were milc
and some who were not modest because l']le‘ wer
professors. But Babbitt was neither mild nor officiou:
The moral laws were for him too clear, urgent, anc
fateful to permit of gentle circumspection in th
enouncing of them; burt also they were so transcend-
ent as to belittle his office. '

He spoke to the students as if they were on his owr:
level. The facr that they were not was sufficiently ap-
parent to most of them, but not to all. A certain
youth, sitting reclined with half-closed eyes, folded
arms, and supercilious smile, interrupted thp lecrurer
with a drawling objection. My professorial nerves
gave a sympathetic twitch: such a youngster oughe
to be told that the brilliance of his mind could h_:':
heightened by an erect and hcclol?'ling posture of 1213
body. But Babbitt, showing no irritation and scarcel s
any cognizance of the young Ipan’s physical presence,
descended upon his notions like a courteous bon‘i_. ;
shell. In this classroom as in Europe a war was unc
way, bur a warfare of ideas, hard, polite, impersor:
Freedom of speech was the rule, but the maste:
manner intimated that true freedom of speech
quired freedom from pcr'sonalitics. Thc're was soir
thing aloof in the shooting glances with which
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surveyed his class. Incessantly his eves
dgved into the untidy‘heap ;o%’ books};nd a;gpe};:ng
his desk. That heap was his ammunition-dump, O
watched fascinatedly ‘while he extracted from &
depths with inerrant dispatch the particular missile
Iwantcd. He loac'ied his guns with citations; if y&
oaded yours wnth personal feclings, so much
worse for you. Piques and parades were negligible
person:.ll_msplra-txons were heavily discounted. To
turn his fire with any effect you had to let off a

ngerson:;!dldfa charged with solid fact.
ut solid fact, for him, was appare '
moral fact; whereas I cherished thep{))elieril’tlt)l’m: ll‘l:?r:
was such a thing as solid poetic fact. Was that belid
merely a youthful- illusion which g man . who hy
passed his thirtieth birthday -ought to leave behin
him? Such was the question that forced itself upn
me as I sat there silent, My answer was No, a lgud
mternal No§ which sounded there, howevcr’ like 1
rifle-shot amid bursting shells, When the bomba,rdmem
ceased, that is when the class-hour ended, I advancef
to the professor’s desk and waited till a buzzing cluste
of students had dispersed. Then I tackled him upa
what seemed to me the least defensible assertionpht
had made during the hour. I forget now what it wag
i:xcept that it had to do with poetic imagination, Bu
;emember that presently I experienced the sensations
of an outpost of soldiery who, on approaching a sup-
posedly unguarded spot in the enemy’s line, ar
grected by a pretty nest of machine-guns, An ami.
cable parley ensued, however; and a friendship began.
But our meetings were not very frequent until the
academic year 1927-28 which I spent on sabbaticy]
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leave in Cambridge, partly to be near the Harvard

library, partly to be near Babbitt. Earlier I should

doubtless have been afraid to expose myself to his fire

at such close quarters for so considerable a period.

Bur now I was middle-aged; my arc of defence was
better; and Babbitt, growing old, was less explosive
than formerly. Not that his vigor showed any signs o!

diminution. He was as full of labors as ever, and muck:
of his scanty leisure was devoted to strenuous walkir;
combined with strenuous thinking. One who wisheo
to talk with him extensively had to walk with hix

extensively; thus he economized his time, killing twe

birds with one stone. Often I felt like one bird killec

with two stones: physically and mentally exhausted |
would totter home after parting from him, wondering
whether I should be able three or four days later to
keep our appointment for what he termed, euphemisti-
cally, “another little walk together”. Never have I
been so exercised, in_several senses of this word, as I
was during those three seasons, autumn, winter, and
spring, in and about flat Cambridge. The scqliel, the
fourth season, was the summer of 1931 when I rented
a vacation cottage not far from his among Mew
Hampshire hills.

That was his last season of unbroken health. On a::
afternoon of July two years later his body lay silei -
in the chancel of the new Harvard chapel. That fir :
scene was strange, hard to believe; though all of
externals were congruous enough. The service - :
austerely plain. Passages of excellent moral script
Christian and non-Christian, were recited from -
high reading-desk; which closed a vista of white v:
made whiter by the light of day. But the casker, ..
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neath the desk, was covered with a crimson pall; 5
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the sentences that were uttcred above it, had in tha
frequent words of rich and deepcolor. There ca
‘to'me and doubtléss to others who were present:
mysterious, overmastering sense of a glow of life;
white light. . . . ‘Presen’dy I remembered hcaria_
Babbitr humorously excuse himself for seldom atren!
ing the sermons delivered jn this very chapel: th
were not such, he had said, as to enable him wi
clear conscience to desert whatever piece of work}
had on hand at the time.” Then, instead of ‘that plae
which seemed to me a glorified lecture-hall rather thr
-a.church, I saw again 'jfri"mexnory,Bilbbitt’s own e
ture-room with himself ar the desk. | began to req
him vividly in all the scenes wherein I had known hi
in life, :

Walking on the hillsides of southen New Hamy

shire he would sometimes_pause to call my attentie

fo a scene that he loved. Not thar he would say k
loved it: the first person singular of the verb “loy
was regularly omitted from hjs oral declension
Whether and to whar extent the words “I love” toq
form in his mind, God only knows; I cannor recd
ever hearing them fall from his lips. Yet he was a ma
of strong and constant loves, He was very fond of t
landscapes of New England. The ways we trod i
that summertime, quite new to me, were very familiy
to him; and he would ,intermpt a discussion, even;
warm dispute, to make sure that | Was not missing
some or other beautiful prospect. It was the view »
a whole, the composition of it, that he liked to em
phasize; for instance, a valley below us ascendip
slowly on our left through ' meadows to woode]
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heights, but descending sharply on our right to wll:itilrs..
there was a glimpse of a lake deep-set _amorige be:
with the bald cone of Monadnock towering close -
hind. After brief and definitc comments gl.vcn.lmcp
low voice, he would contemplate the scene ufl st en:;:
for a moment, then turn abruptly awa% (;'or;:) r,;.‘,
carrying it in his eyes, however, as he wa ked a :lp
But soon the resumed discussion would ‘brm:gl IOI: E
fore an idea that he loved, :and ther'\ the whole loo N :
his face would change, withdrawing and concentz

* ‘ing; as though, instead of the beautiful valley. belov -,

he was seeing an unseen star.in ,fron!;: hc ‘uf'ould Pa:’f:: ‘
to watch it. There were those.two sorts of pause, }1’
pause for the scene and the pause for the 1dea.l e
absorbed the scene; the idea absqrbed him. For 111{.;1
the scene, as not for Wordsworth in the fam;nll{sfl wa p)—
ing sonnet, was just some happy ‘tor:“e h(o'd aa);al;e
slipping in between the idea coming and the ide e cgulm;
In exposing an idea he yvogld often use a p . i&e
and significant gesture. His right hand, rlsm%l es]m
its shoulder with spread fingers and outward pa m,
would make short lateral pushes in the air. ']_.“herefu} }3:
not the slightest volitant or undulatory mouonfol 1ﬁs
arm — no concession to flying, no ﬂu.ent grac‘c u neu .
Those shoves of the open hand off into space — i ;)
the spaces of thought — were rigid :}ndxnmpersorr-i»:.:
They insisted that the principle of which he waseti,p y
ing was patently universal, belgngmg to evclry‘og,] ;, 1
no one. As for wrong opposing notions, his [ffi 3
would sweep them down and away, one a_{.ter ami; :
while his tongue atta_cked th“em.~ Ip as:l;ax mgh a L“. -
ency which he considered “nothing Jess than r{ ;
nicious” (one of his favorite phrases) his aspect wo-
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become nothing less than predacious. The claw-lik
swoop of the hand, the merallic ring of the voice, th
gnashing movement of the large irregular mouth, th
thrusting jaw and c'onix_ij’anding. beak, would strike
me into a dumb fascination as though T myself wen
the hapless prey. However, one noted also somethi
indefinable in Babbitt’s mien that stayed always aboxe
the combat, something that one associated with the
urper part of his face, the large forehead and large
blue eyes. I have never seen a pair of eyes that could
so glint with the lust of :battle while remaining at the
same time so deeply impérturbable. They would fil
with reverence when he was expatiating upon a great
saint or sage. And sometimes the spread hand beside
its shoulder would tile slightly backwards as in a re
pressed or inchoate gesture of adoration.

But his moments of solemnity, even in intimate con.
versation, were very. transient. Gravity was always
there, but so was cheerfulness sparkling with quick
and various wit, Certainly his style of talk (as in the
case of Doctor Johnson) was far more flexible and
alluring than his written style. His books have some
passages of misplaced solcmhity—oWing, as one re-.
viewer put it, with vast and solemn exaggeration, to
“his attempt to apply philosophic first principles to
every detail of modern life”.* In hijs conversation,

® The Tines Literary Supplement (London), December 8th,
1932. Regarding the “higher will” — an okl datum of human ex.
Eerience and treated as such by many cdreful thinkers before Bab-

itt — the reviewer asserts: “jt seems necessary to wait upon psy-
chology before one can decide whether there is such a thing”,
Well, a reviewer who can wait thus solemnly upon current psy-
chology, towards which Babbite’s actitude was very fac. from
solemn, would naturally be .opaque to ‘Babbitt’s ‘grave wit.' And
this case is typical. Many of Babbitts' reviewers, though writing

S
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however, many a “detail of modern life” was treated
with indulgenty if satiric humor. Cne day I found hira
chuckling over the memory of a high Boston banquet
at which he had been-a guest on thg previous evening.
By way .of appetizer and in spite of Pl'Ohlblth'ﬁ:
dashes of rare old rum were served in the bottoms of
beautiful goblets. And many professorial faces at o
tble expressed a double question: what of the Ja:/
of the land? and why so little drink in such a larg =
container? The proper tcchnique.of course was, b
fore sipping, to cherish the goblet in one’s hands wh i
inhaling the choice aroma with intruded nose. QL]»
awkwardness with which the guests pcrformea,.-,-
omitted, this fine but then there uqaccustpmed rits,
was rendered by Babbitt with exquisite ludxs:’rogsncss.
[ asked, “How did you yourself make out?”—“Oh, I
sniffed the stuff properly enough.” “

His chief self-indulgence, perhaps, was }aughter‘au
self-indulgence. Gourmets tickled him immensely.
And minor comfortablenesses that .conventlopal
people took for granted could set his big eyes twin-
kling. Once when we were discussing the subject of
conditions favorable for literary composition, I lf:t sl}p
a piece of personal informgtion t-hnt ,S:aused hl.n'l 1"0
stare. “So you actually find it possible, 119 excl_a{mq 3;
much amused, “to smoke while engaged in writing®
T was unable to see the joke. But p}'escntly I lm:tghb d
when my fancy conjured up the impossible pict.
of Babbite himself smoking while inditing, let’s ¢
Roussean and Romanticism.

with modernistic lightness, had solemnly swallowed some or o
current doctrine which he attacked with witty chctratm{,f; .
their response was, “He is hopelessly solemn”! Their solemnifes
levity slubbered his witey gravity. o

IRVING BABBITT AS I KXNEW HIM

[/ IR

S

A . -




[44] THE AMERICAN REVIEW -

After dinner he would smoke a cigar, but not wi

any succulency. The thing contindally went out; and
perched as it was between two fingers of an opey
jerkily gesturing hand, it seemed ever on the point d
catapulting into space,

However the eyes of others were not jn much dange
from Babbitr.

had also a moral conviction of the value of polie
society. One could watch that conviction sustaining
him in parlors when his temper was being sorely tried
His sometime attitude: at- teas brings to.my mind s
line from Lear, “Pour on, T will endure.” At teas o
after dinner when the company’s conversation waxel
oppressively converitional, he would gaze thought
fully at the carpet to hide the satire of his eyes. I
extreme cases he was-seized by a sudden elaborate i
terest in' his neglected cigar; turning it about and
pondering it; perchance scraping the burnt end with
the edge of a match and then, unléss the stub proved
to be hoplessly short and soggy, relighting it with
meticulous fingers. His voice all the whils applied
similar treatment to dull interlocutors. They wer
not butrs for his ridicule, they were beings to be re.
lighted, if at all possible, with all possible patience.

That sort of person would often play up to him,
praising his doctrines to his face, but then drawing
harrow conclusions or adducing -empty instances,
prefaced maybe with:a: “Yes, Professor:. Babbitt, and
don’t you also think that” — etc. o '

“Uh —not precisely,” he .would respond and then
proceed to formulate a scrupulous distinction, He had
much to endure from such querists. Sometimes they

- [ .

Ho

if not into somebody’s eyt

His demeanor was carefully polite,
sometimes too carefully; for, sociable by nature, k'
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forced him’ to laugh; but the laugh,”even when be-
hind théir backs, was restrained and considerate. He
wished not to damage any thread .of conventional
thought that had any validity to it. Such threads
were the social warp, and he w.xsl}ed the:m, instead of
being broken after the modernistic fashlon3 to be re-
woven into a firmly modern pattern; partlcul.nrlycm
America, where there was sgecial opportunity for
just such -a pattern and special danger without 1.
“Pestiferous” was his word for American visionarics
who naively echoed the subvcrfivc doctrines that l:.a i
grown so noisy in older countries by way of reactic.:
from old intrenched habits. Those. doctrines when
transferred into new and mobile Ame.rlca were, i
often exclaimed, “thoroughly pestilential”. He ridi-
culed the “imported notion” that the chief danger of
modern America was moribund convenmon'ahsm.
Radicals who cherished that notion sgirrcd him to
raucous mirth; which would subside into a gentle
chuckling when his mind turned to the opposite sect,
hidebound respectable persons. Thcsg peste,l;ed him
considerably; but they were not “pestiferous”.

“Of course,” I heard him say more thap once, be-
fore I noticed the same epigram in his writings,
“where there is no vision the people perish, bn}s
where there is sham vision they perish even faster
Accordingly he attacked wrong visions rather ¢l a
wrong actions. For him all conduct in the long -
was the result of vision, of imaginatized ideas. T =

1 S

Great War..was the foreseen result of- certain | -

e

ideas that he had been tracing down thfough the si

teenth century; and the course of the War interes:
him less than the course of those ideas. He was ne-




conduct,

wished to be social]

personally unobs;rusive; and’ p‘er(l;l:pg’ l::glsltlxacr-'
fur “would pérmit. In thig con-

: ecall hi t Visit .in my h

subjected him, in right American fésl)],ion??: a:titr.l

he failed to reappear, I made

to punctualj i
sophistry. o arguing. the

In his later is side-; reminde
is years his side-face remj
the miniature of Doctor o me often of

Johnsdn made familiar to
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pon the unethical twist in ¢ Americans by Professor C. B. Tinker. Butr while

ghly admiring Johnson’s character, Babbitt had no

present day. But k fond indulgence for his rude obtrusiveness, any more

than he had for the subtler arrogance of his Victorian
successor, the admirable Arnold. As for the moody
egotism of minor British celebrities visiting in Amer-

 ica, accentuated as it was by modern Bohemianism,

he could ridicule it deliciously. He wished Americz
to retain the moral robustness of the Anglo-Saxons
while leaving behind their insular arrogancy. In social
attitude we Americans could well take lessons, h=
would urge, from the French and the Chinese. He
dubbed the Chinese “the English of the Orient” on
account of their innate good sense, but he loved to
enlarge upon the superiority of their religious tradi-.
tion of good manners. He deplored the current de-
cline in China of Confucian scholarship; he conferred
much upon this matter with the Chinese students who
came to work under him. The. rehabilitation of China
seemed to him an extremely important task for the
sake, not just of that country, but of society at large.
His talk passed rapidly from land to land, from age
to age, and from sage to sage. His listeners came to
realize, far .more vividly than those who knew him
only in his writings, that here was a man who habitu-
ally thought of the world as a unit and of humar
history as a single world-wide process. American cc:
mopolitanism — a phrase which he disliked because ¢
its cheap connotations — attained in him a high on
firm level. It freed him from that deep-ser Europes:

* mentality which accentuates, even while trying

override, the line between East and West. It s
toned his mind, as naturally as the American cor

T e e ——— g . b
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tinent, berween Europe and what Europe has tem
“the far East”. It enabled hjm to talk of Confug
and Buddha with the same unforced intimacy as¢
Aristole and St. Paul. It freed him of course fr
nationalism, but not from nationality. Sentimenl I
ternationalism, especially the American brand, seem
to him an even greater danger than occidenta) Jingt
ism. And he loved Americs with a love as decp «!
working as it was unproclaimed. Often after 4 lo,
jibing pessimistic analysis of some or other Amerig
evil, he would lean his head towards me and say i:
low tone, “But of course my hope for Amerjwi
better than my words.” And’ here let it be recordt
that though he admired the French language, knewi
thoroughly,‘ and spoke it fluently, he spoke it ew
with an accent that was nakedly Yankee and utters
unashamed. e |
He was American. in his restless cnergy. His I
was a restléss campaign against American restlessns
—a bartling_effort to turn our thinking towards th
Supreme Peace.. That _paradox was vital, since fir
when it is bad enough has to' be. fought with fir
Hence his unfailing devotion to Harvard Universiy|
even the modern Harvard, dur leading American fa
tory for mental. mass-production. He, himself was;
distinguished product of thac mill; distinguished, b
cause from the outset the Buddha,
Eliot, had played the dominant “part in the shapi
process. Babbitt once pointed out to me, with a mig
of gratitude to fare, an avenue in the outskirts o
Cambridge where as 2 youn%r undergraduate he
been wont to trot back ‘and forth holding a Pilj tex
to his eyes, learning its language and absorbing s
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Jore while exercising his legs. “A running studylof
Buddha,” I silently reflected; the still image of that
sage arose in my mind, and_I marw;l!ed_ at the rem:
carnation of the ancient Hmd}x SPIrit in a currens
Harvard American. Reincarnation is not too strong
a word, for Babbitt’s beliefs came from w'lthm hm::
self far more than from his stuc!ms. Bl'lt. this fac.t‘ \1“"
unrecognized by him because (in addition to hls; 1]1
mility) he was from first to last a Harvard scil 0 :

busily investigating innumerable texts. .He ‘}i
mented his deepest insights as conscxcnqously as ot 1;: ‘
cited authoritics for the shallowest facts. He wquxu
the Higher Will to be as carcfully res'.earcheg] as, c‘ga
say, the last will of Shake:sl_)earc. In his talk ar\./alrc"-
ian scholasticism was sntu'lzeq and defend_ed.wlt 1";1
quickness of alternation that disconcerted his lx.stcr}q;;:,.
Woe to them if their critic1.sm. of his universicy
smacked of dilettantism, for this sin was worse in htj‘
eyes than the dryasdustiest pcglgntry. He shm:cd, :lm‘

strove to elevate, the Germanic energia of h1§ A ;na
Mater. Harvard in his view was the main station o;
receiving and c]onvcrting the electrical currents o

i it : .
AT{:{;E‘:? :il:ufccd today in American crit’cism,”

Vs

“can still hear him saying in his clipped pronunciatics,

i

“is the historical tracing of great formative tendl.a‘,,
cies.” America, now inundated with contemporane::

r

1
o~ must rediscover the noblest heiglits‘of thought ir ¢
Ly

past, the whole long past, O,cciden;gl and Or{el]]xt::!f'
which she is the inheritor. Nor can those heig t.j-,
pear to us commandingly (so he would argue) us
our critical thinking sets itself sharply against _
errors of modern naturalism, to which American <

[V
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ilization, so largely g creature : :
Peculia;ly ex ofed).fln other ;oggs tt];:iz I;zglzi?l Z‘g o
;lcan critic, i hc. is to ‘build firmly, muse also ﬁrnxllflf'
d:;tsrz);.o'ﬁus point he pressed upon me in the earlic{
jos of our icﬁqx}:;:;;}:;x;c% when fhe still had hope thy
. . Once, a is
fell silent .foxr a while, then ;hr;:;' ;ilso;%a((i;sf:\fz;lg
me and said in a grimly humérous tone, “At leasrr it

seems that you and I g i
toc‘lay is 2 new deal in i‘gg::?’t’hat Wl'mt America nec
“\)(;;:ry true.” :
“Well, then,” he exclaimed loudly. shakine hi
vell, then, CX¢ » shaking h
at things in general —and in that "nz)ment IIlgfel:slifE:

a thing in general — “why don’t you get out and’

Afight?” These words were uttered with an- inward,
anting s-that ¢ DE"pUt on to paper.
_ i%f;lrggz} ,Xgars_, Ihear an cternal echo, ,“ge}t)-g)ut-:
cH;sf talk forced younger academics 5 face their dan.
s’gwl'.‘o ﬁldgqg_to thgr American ldst. for being in the
sta;{g. : gyhxglght' easily and insensibly Jower their
rdards while disguising this. weakness under 3
benevolent desire to éncourage contemporary are and
lettﬁrs In America. But surely, his listener wo{lld u:é‘e,
ls;:;: encouragement is needed: we must have a native
Jterature. He would reply satirically that our journal-
ists could be trusted to flatter all that wag seccznd-r t
In American “creative” writing. The function of tahz
teacher and academic critic was to prepare the w
fior a first-rate American art to come. This could :ll){
h.m;le onl)(ri by placing the emphasis on sound ideas and
1gh standards — not on art for art’s sake, not o !
Babbite called “the merely lit’x"'}'r aspects’” b

.
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His personal lack of interest in current imaginative
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. writings was well-nigh complete. His chief recreation

in solitude was the reading of classic passages of

- poetry and prose in various languages, above all the

Greek. One day when he was on the point of setting
out for a badly needed vacation in Europe, he con-
fided to me that the finest pleasure that he proposed
for himself over there, was a rereading of Sophocles
while strolling upon the Acropolis. He made this con-
fession shyly, glancing sideways at me to see if i
tonch of romantic-classical sentiment would bring ¢
smile to my lips. But I could not smile: I was secing
wwo moving pictures — one of a cantering youth en-
rossed in the aphorisms of Buddha in the outskirts
of flat Cambridge; the other, of an elderly and over-.
worked scholar pondering high Greek. drama among
the ruins on the sacred Athenian hill. . . . Leisure
for him was a chinge of mental work. He would
laugh derisively when informed that such and such =
professor of -literature was accustomed at times t0
regale himself with detective stories. He interrogated
me upon my lighter reading and chuckled immensely

-over-some of the items T confessed. “But,” I declared,

“one cannot.be always occupied with the grand olc
masters and the bards sublime. You, when you ai~
utterly fagged after a day’s work — what do e
read then?”

“Contemp’r’y crit’c’sm,” he replied simply. Ang
deed he had an amazing acquaintance with that fi-i
He perused it at once for amusement and for refi:
tion. Often he would snatch up from his table scr
brand new critical book or article, read aloud te «

© its most wrong-headed passage, and then define :

€
R
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particular brand of Romanticism or Naturalism re
Tesented by the author. I averred maliciously thati
Wwas a waste of time to read such cphemeral stuff,
1t ought to be allowed to die 4 natural death: ,whx
throw harpoons at sky-rockets? By way of repl k
threw several at me. Those “skyrockets”, he asscilred
could dazzle and mislead 2 great many }eaders -
tcularly m_America where the reading public’ W3
exp:aqdmardy naive." Surely, thén, an  Amerien
critic, if he-was in earnest, should attack current cri.
ical errors instead of waiting for them to die or, rath
_—unlike _‘_‘s_kytoclccts"’,ﬁfthis:being~a'~~falée: metaphor-
to‘fake' root in, the soil.* R P
A critic,” he said, “must understand his function
Hg dare not aimm at ‘future readers. Of “course an
writer who i$ worth his salt’hopes to be réad afeer b
»dga.tl}.,But__gt.i's__the critic’s business to'grapple with dy ..
age 1n which ‘he lives and give it ‘what he sees
needs.” ST e S
& - : Sl sr
“Very yvell,” I said, “but somé of:us wish that 'ydu
would write one book, just one, in which laying aside
your critico-historical ‘methods — omitti;lg all refer-
ence to the works of others — you would give you’
message in a direct, personal manner.” Y
He stared at me and laughed. “You'd like me
essay the réle of prophet or confessor?”
‘Not exactly, but —”

, e have too many prophets and confessors .
ready; t!:at Is just the trouble with the modern age.’
No, no,” he concluded with sharp finality of tone
my critical function is 2 humble one but, T believe,
necessary.” B o :

Sometimes, as I have just suggested,-Babbitt would

|

“try to make that matter clearer in my next book.
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override or sidestep an objection; and then one would
reflect how extraordinary it was that he did not do
so oftener, considering his pugnacity. His principle
—not consistently followed, else he had been unhu-
man — was not to “talk for victory”, that is for per-
sonal triumph. He would not use his power of wit
crushingly if he perceived that his questioner was im-
personally seeking truth, however much at his ex-
pense. He would submit patiently to gruclling cros. -
examinations upon dubious passages in his writing: ;
and in the end he would often say mildly, “I sha .

IRVING BABBITT AS I KNEW HIM

More often, however, he would respoiid with que: -

tions that led his questioner into a Socratic trap. 4.3

for trapping him, that-was an Herculean labor. Only

once in. the ‘whole course of our conversations do |

recall his ‘being nonplussed. He had-been inveighing
against the iiany 'who employ thé’slogan. of “service
to mankind” to"advance. their own selfish interests. -
I remarked, with studied -seriousness,” “As a rule you

insist on a very discriminating use of categorical
terms, such as ‘humanist’ — ”

“Yes, yes?”

“Bur just now you have employed the term ‘hi-
manitarian’ very indiscriminately.” I repeated some « {
his assertions.

“Ye-e-es”, he replied slowly, “yes, that is so.” Th-
he went on with a rush, “But they happen to be . -
chief aversion, I simply cannot stand them — the -
manitarian boosters.” His right hand performed
orbit of comprehensive denunciation; his tone
almost a bark. “Cerberus,” I murmured at him =
he was mildly amused. He was richly amused by -




[54] . THE AMERICAN REVIEW

vivid invections of H, L. Mencken against the Amg.
ican booster. He would quote them with deligh:
then proceed to criticize  that - writer’s Weltn.
- schauung; and the_n,'.ir'thhap, cite one of -Mencker
clever thrusts ar Professor Babbitr,
“He could laugh ar himself ‘with entire lack of cop
straint, with a serene- gleam in-his eyes thar played
upon himself as one of the transient Many. I rec
his mirth when there came to his ears the following
local witticism upon
is -going round the world; 'jt has- alveady léfr Can
ridge.” | remember when he repeated, chuckling,
journalist’s word-picture., of him searching spinster
1shly under his bed each night for Rousseau, One day
I came across him after his return from 3 large Pii
Beta Kappa gathering in another city, where he anf
a certain prominent university president had been
only speakers. The president, of course, spoke firy,
taking for his subject “The Value of Ideals”. Thi
Babbitt told me, was a trifle embarrassing since hi
own address was to be on. “The Value of Standards
as Opposed to Ideals”. But he had proceeded to de.
liver it without any modifications. The humor with
which he recounted the episode was entirely impar-
tial; it placed the two discordant orators in the same
box. I wondered just how the prominent university
president felt whijle listening to the second speaker,
but Babbitt refused to wonder,

He had small interest in ‘the art of conciliation; he
did not like it practised on him and would not practise
it on others. Caring as little for its twin, the art of cor-
respondence — letters -are a kind of ,“conciliation”
(literally, a drawing together) — he made his letters

B I P T

his local status: “Babbitr’s famy.

o . = . :
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. .. . )
as few and brief as possﬂ)le,' clmrpmg gmtoﬂ;ls} r\i‘::fdf(t)o
him a necessary way of saving time. nall friend ro
whom he had occasion to forward a;fmu yOu i
money complained, “I get no word romdy. oxcep:
the Ir>1,ner Check.” Not so hurgorous_ Aqsnhisn}amg ir,:
were other would-be correspondents. s fame -
1 him an increasing 7

creased they poured in upon him ; sing streas

i ‘did not relish receving few o
g?;?lly?ngabbitt wished his admirers to correspoi: !

IRVING BABBITT AS I KNEW HIM

ith hi show: 1
- with. lus.ideas rather than “_"th‘hm{: gxﬁze ht(; how: 4
méan engaging missiveé which T urged him

. ; B o
T e e ot evinis
“éxceptionally “gifted and who- el
:::e a?({l(;i{: intere};t in Babbitt and 'hls 1§11::s=.l I‘;:;t:r; 2 :
[ was astonished to come across in pi}lslame varm i
tack upon those very ideas by the se me wricer. -
ked Babbite just what he had written  answer
iflc young man’s letter. “Nothmlg, llle drept 1<I:n ycblaﬁ};;
“ did not find the time.” He laughed a ;
lgoﬁf%lr;t 1, quoting Emerson’s epigram Ine)(:oil;hn :) :
are mad for persons”, urged that )"ounegstpinppersons
mally come to truth through an iréter sc In persons
who have it, an interest that shou - no o o
d. He rejoined, it was equally obv:xous }}: g
mn n(it on the way to becoming a worthw i
rcrﬁgcwx%s his interest in soungl idea§ couk.l ::;?ni?;: );
discouraged and if he persisted in malgr iy @
T ercons o ens b:rr:aghfxg;ll;rerfl?;?;lguishe: i
e e Often d him denouwvs a
Babbitt’s mind. Often onc hea-r him denowsr 2
man’s ideas while expressing a sinc o e t%l fo e
imself. This attitude was inadequtely o
g;igdhbr; his colleagues in academe. When theii |
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sonal interests werg '
ter vere. grazed by hj

tread they were o ) e

_he lacked: the true

g::;itltl I%r:isvz li( t}}ighlﬁr- for character and ability, In.
ocrvauatng his own talents, L :
g:szreg?r?]?steftbos;;: Oi—l other persons; esF:cim‘l!; ?gttl::
f riends. He had i iendshi
reatly occupied as he 'W:é,: ;egve:rli’l)ﬁ?d o o oy

raise di i o . 1L e
Pt e scerningly the.charms and incidental jnsighe

Cnt—day “‘m_.

IRVING BABBITT AS I KNEW HIM [57]

‘tarists”. When he took pen in hand, however, all other
.considerations were overshadowed by: his conviction
that the' central ‘tendency of thesé: writers was fate-
fully wrong.-1 Wwas disturbed by his Very sharp re-

view of a-certain popular and rather distinguished
book on morals. His handling of it, I told him, was
plainly lopsided and had doubtless resulted in the ai-
dition of a new battalion to his large army of enemi=s.
He-replied that the book was fundamentally wror 3,
built upon a confusion of humanism and stoicism; z: d
that this fact, ignored by other reviewers, had tc i ¢
emphasized by him. I retorted that he himself h:.d
ignored several good points in the book; for instance,
the exceptionally sensible treatment of sex.

“A sound treatment of sex,” Babbitt rejoined sz-
verely, “requires a religious background which tiis
author does not possess. At this point, at least, I seem
to put more empbhasis on religion than you do.” (I had
recently been accusing him of not giving religion its
due.) Presently he called my attention to a2 new work
which, unlike the one just mentioned, he heartily
approved of. In reading 1t T soon discovered that the
writer had liberally helped himself to Babbitt’s philos-
ophy without once mentioning his name. I said to him
ironically, “This work would naturally interest y<u,
its ideas are your own —in disguise.”

“I did not look at the matter that way,” he resi 4
with entire simplicity. “My impression is that -
writer is one who thinks things out for himself.” -
added that, on account of his unpopularity with
reviewers, new authors who were in favor of hum
istic ideas could get-a bettet hearing. if: they refrsi -
from bringing in his name. That, he siid, emplcy:

e
w

o
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one of his favori ili metaphor
Sgood mcrics”vogf tx;]uhtary metaphors — that s
’ - M0 the same grounds, thoge
. " R L . v
f]hou:ied Intentionts of dedicating books ro him‘ﬁ
Iged not to do so. Even a 'group of his former su

hisI\rI:r jtc)lu?t hiefralre disinterestedness was favored b
"< Celect of the artistic temperament; he was "

: nt(l;m;)skmned person. But he was far from impassibls
the accumulated hostility - aroused by his lif
‘\:vo_rk W3S not an easy burden for him in_his last vea
Fighting a whole generation,” he remarked to %czu}
an intimate moment, “is not exictly a happy task ”eH]?
added sombquy, “I have had to live at 4 tin}lre when i

" He -could n
: ! 3 ‘not see, becans
gf f‘fjfﬁsse,“,““‘ modesty, that his own case was 2 pow.
a:. }ﬂStaIll]CB to gm contrary. I spoke of his influence -
serting that it had seeped fi

arther and deeper thy

appeared. But he discounted j i ®
5 _ 1t heavily, repeating

word “seep” with a scornful grunt, Not s}:eepingg bu{
rousing to battle was the effect he aimed at. The tim
was one of great human crisis: the enemy truly wer

plenteous, but humanistic fighters were few. In shon,

he wanted more Irvin i ' izi '
¢ ¢ ) g Babbitts — not real
difficule he was for Providence to dﬁ})lif:;ie?n%golz

was distressed by their persistent refusal to appeat

, of loneliness in hj

11;are. When our walk one day took us near a cclr;e‘:,ear ‘
fe \,yave‘c‘l a finger at it and murctered with dark sadrs}:
action, “That puts a man in mind of his rest,”

1

'
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Such somber notes, however, were utterly excep-
tional. His talk and, I am sure, his thoughts were sel-
dom concerned with his own career. Yet the more
closely one came to know him, the more one could
sce that he had a large capacity for personal ambitioxn
and for all the feelings, good and ill, that attend ic.
But one perceived at the same time that he was vigi-
lantly at work subduing his personal desires to tkh -
“Higher Will”. His incessant “inner working” wu
never on -display; it was veiled from others by -
steady cheer}:llncss to which it gave rise; and it wz
veiled from himself, so to speak, by the steady humi
ity which gave rise to it. Never in our most intimai-.
talks did he allude confessionally to his own spiritus.
efforts: I saw that he regarded them as, essentially,
not his own. He looked in with humility — even whii:
looking out with pride. He had the natural self-pride
of a man of strong feelings strongly under control, a
pride sometimes touched with harsh scorn of human
follies and weaknesses. But the scorn was momentary,
and the pride was overshadowed by his high reverence
for the unseen Law. That supernatural Law and Will
(for it was both of these at once) became for him in
his later years ever more of a real presence. During
one of our last walks, his mind dwelt exceptionail
upon the old theme of human transience; till finali -
he éxclaimed, with bent head and raised hand, with
depth of simple awe, entirely devoid of any note -
fatalism or personal mournfulness, “Oh, God is ve: -

great and a man is a worm.”

After a silence, I said, “But the God whom
worship is not just a Will, as in your writings, bt
Being, a complete Being, who —”
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“b“Ye;, yes,” he broke
ut that is beyond my prov; i
bey vince as
you eeg ot y p a writer. Why &

a critic.” And surely (he proceeded) the critical poix

In regard to religion, especially today, was that div

reality, whatever else it m;

, y ght be; could not b

to Vr‘nifm unless they found it ar work in themsel::;e:
a Will commanding- their own wills, | . . He spoke

Impersonally, with -profound personal  convictin

“Merely a ‘critic”, he called himself; he never kney

how much more than a critic he.was; and that u

gwarencess was part of his great dedication. EJ
’ ]l;; pluc}l: abgshcd, he would rebuke. me ,seiz.ereleywi?ullzf
of?l:é t n?;’n ai)I ::ﬁeet.t}?on.hirh, L-recall the p’arablc
. e, o A“ ( i
“Friend, go up 'highg;.'”t ;e’?,MaSter, of the Feast saif

Chaucer’s Boethius
. W. P. Wircurt

F IT be true that civilizations move in somewha:
I analogous cycles, each with its birth, its time o’
flowering, its overripeness, and its decay, then w-
have not yet reached the time of Boéthius. For he w: -
essentially one who stood between new things and ol¢
and this, as has been well said, is aptly symbolized i
his actual life and misfortune — the Greek philosophe -
imprisoned by a barbarian king. We have not vye:
reached the stage when European and American civ-
ilization shows imminent signs of dissolution. If that
stage is reached soon, we shall have no Boéthius; for
we have no tradition to be passed on to a culrure yet
unborn. Scraps of scientific knowledge; a literature;
the. memory of a great material achievement — these
will be passed on. But there will be something essen-

 dlly lacking; something we do not possess; without

which it will be impossible for another culture tc
arise. . That something is a_philosophy; or to speak
more correctly, a philosophical tradition.

At the back of every culture lies a Tradition — 211
intellectual structure that gives purpose to life. %V
are living on the credit of a Tradition we have abz -
doned — the double tradition of the Greck philosop: -
and the Christian religion.

Boéthius was one of the formers of the Traditic
more from the purely philosophical than the =
logical aspect; though this point must not be cv-
stressed. Without the Christian religion Boégti:
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