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critic? He can, of course, num ber the  specks, but 
his principal task  is, on the one hand, to  clear a path 
for the normal mind to those "life chairs, and on 
the o ther to m oderate the recurrent enthusiasm  for 
facsimiles. Chapm an did this notably about Steven­
son, a t  the height of the la tte r’s popularity. W ithout 
contem pt or lack of sym pathy for S tevenson’s real 
gifts, the critic weighs the product of their applica­
tion and concludes: “ T he tru th  is th a t  as a literary 
force, there was no such m an as Stevenson; and 
after we have racked our brains to  find ou t the 
mechanism which has been vanquishing the chess 
players of Europe, there emerges out of the  Box of 
Maelzel a pale boy.”

I have quoted enough to  show th a t Chapman 
himself had a share of th a t  power which can do 
w ithout copying models and hoarding echoes. His 
prose is light and strong, and finds images w ithout 
poeticizing, just as it leaps connectives surefootedly. 
Occasionally choppy in bis essays for fear of aca­
demicism (“ gamboge and style, w ith its however s 
and m oreover’s and semicolons” ), Chapm an in his 
letters never deviates from perfect inform ality — 
the rarest of all literary  gifts. 1 his, il we can trust 
our stated preferences, ought to  make him rea­
sonably popular today. B ut we m ust remember 
his stand on intellect. “ We are ungrateful,” he says, 
speaking of William Lloyd Garrison, to the intel­
lects of the past. . . . Y et everything we know and 
live by is due to the  m ind of someone.” We who 
m ight be his readers m ay assent to  this proposition, 
bu t we do no t believe it literally and viscerally. 
We th ink th a t w hat we know and live by was put

on the  m arket, some tim e back, by G eneral E lectric  
— and th a t they  are probably  working on an inex­
pensive “ life ch a ir” even now.

Besides, C hapm an cannot be popular so long as 
he rem ains w hat he is, a m aster of concise com­
m entary . Though he knew m uch —  because he knew 
m uch — his m ind was no t a tu reen  of facts peri­
odically ladled into a book. His aim was to  convey 
general tru th s; no t to  inform , b u t to  reform  by  
aw akening and compelling reflection, like B alzac's 
residue. U nhappily, we are no t used to  th is  disci­
pline. We have com m entators, b u t it is notorious 
th a t they  are n o t allowed to  com m ent. T hey  give 
us the low down, and we have a tendency  to  s tay  
righ t there w ith them.

Y et all these reasons w hy C hapm an is no t ready­
m ade to  our tastes are as m any  reasons w hy we 
should take up and read him —  against the  grain 
perhaps, a t the  outset, bu t not for long. H e is not 
beyond us, nor are we beyond him. T h e  resistance 
we oppose to  the re-exam ination of our p as t and its 
buried treasures m ay be sim ply a sym ptom  of the 
fatigue induced by too m uch relaxation in front of 
a box w ith a dial on it. In  im itation  of th e  box, 
our best au thors have got in to  th e  h ab it of telling 
us th a t their ideas are easy, th a t  the last th ing 
they  expect from us is an effort. N o w onder we 
yaw n before we are h u rt. B y co n trast, it m ight be 
fun to  stiffen the  dose once in a while and try  the 
effect of a tonic. Who know s?— there m ight even 
be a v irtue in it from the po int of view of national 
morale and the social capacity  to  conduct our affairs 
w ith intelligence.

FREDERICK DOUGLASS
by RO B ERT E. H A Y D E N

W hen  it is finally ours, this freedom, this liberty, this beautiful
and terrible thing, needful to m an as air,
usable as the earth ; when it belongs a t last to our children,
when it is truly instinct, b ra in-m atter, diastole, systole,
reflex action; when it is finally won; when it is more
than the gaudy mumbo-jumbo of politicians:
ihis man, this Douglass, this former slave, this Negro
beaten to his knees, exiled, visioning a world
where none is lonely, none hunted , alien,
this man, superb in love and logic, this m an
shall be remembered — oh, not with statues rhetoric,
not with legends and poems and w reaths ol bronze alone,
but w ith the lives grown out of his life, the lives
fleshing his dream of the needful, beautiful thing.
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