56. To Arthur Hugh Clough

Fox How. September 6th. [1853]
My dear Clough ...

Blackett is here, and goes on Thursday. I have sent him this evening to a ball with my sisters - it is a great pleasure having him here. Conington and Goldwin Smith are reading at Gras​mere and dine with us tomorrow. Goldwin Smith has the funereal solemnity of an undertaker: I suppose he caught it from Conington. They are working hard at an edition of Virgil.

If you have opportunity look at an article on India in August's Fraser. It is by my brother Willy, but do not mention this: It is poor in ideas, but see if you do not think the style very vigorous.

London must be getting awful, and I suppose you have no chance of leaving it. Sandford's return will be a god-send - he is a far better fellow than Lingen and has real geniality - remember me to him particularly. Lingen I think a bore.

As to conformity I only recommend it in so far as it frees us from the unnatural and unhealthy attitude of contradiction and opposition - the Qual der Negation as Goethe calls it. Only positive convictions and feeling are worth anything - and the glow of these one can never feel so long as one is pugnacious and out of temper. This is my firm belief.

I do not believe that the Reformation caused the Elizabethan literature - but that both sprang out of the active animated condition of the human spirit in Europe at that time. After the fall of the Roman Empire the barbarians powerfully turned up the soil of Europe - and after a little time when the violent ploughing was over and things had settled a little, a vigorous crop of new ideas was the result. Italy bore the first crop - but the soil having been before much exhausted soon left bearing. The virgin soils of Germany and England went on longer - but they too are I think beginning to fail. I think there never yet has been a perfect literature or a perfect art because the energetic nations spoil them by their illusions and their want of taste - and the nations who lose their illusions lose also their energy and creative power. Certainly Goethe had all the negative recommendations for a perfect artist but he wanted the positive - Shakespeare had the positive and wanted the nega​tive. The Iliad and what I know of Raphael's works seem to me to be in a juster measure and a happier vein than anything else.

If one loved what was beautiful and interesting in itself passionately enough, one would produce what was excellent without troubling oneself with religious dogmas at all. As it is, we are warm only when dealing with these last - and what is frigid is always bad. I would have others - most others stick to the old religious dogmas because I sincerely feel that this warmth is the great blessing, and this frigidity the great curse - and on the old religious road they have still the best chance of getting the one and avoiding the other.

     ever yours

 
         M. A....

