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10 ON BEING ILL

battle and jealousy among the prime themes
of literature, Novels, one would havethought,
would have been devoted to influenza; epic
poems to typhoid ; odes to pneumonia; lyrics
to tooth-ache, But no; with a few except-
ions—De Quincey attempted something of
the sort in The Opium Eater; there must be
a volume or two about disease scattered
through the pages of Proust—literature does
its best to maintain that its concern is with
the mind; that the body is 2 sheet of plain
glass through which the soul looks straight
and clear, and, save for one or two passions
such as desire and greed, is null, and neghi-
gible and non-existent. On the contrary, the
very opposite is true, All day, all night the
body intervenes; blunts or sharpens, colours
or discalours, turns to wax in the warmth of
June, hardens to tallow in the murk of Feb-
ruary. The creature within can only gaze
through the pane—smudged or rosy; it can-
not scparate off from the body like the sheath
























18 ON BEING ILL

ever far you travel in your own mind some-
one has been there before you—is all an ilk-
usion. We do not know our own souls, let
alone the souls of others, Human beings do
not go hand in hand the whole stretch of the
way. There is a virgin forest in each ; a snow
ficld where even the print of birds’ feet is un-
known. Here we go alone, and like i better
so. Always to have sympathy, always to be
accompanied, always to be understood would
be intclerable. But in health the gental pre-
tence must be kept up and the effort renewed
—to communicate, to civilise, to share, to
cultivate the desert, educate the native, to
work together by day and by night to sport.
In iliness this make-believe ceases. Directly
the bed is called for, or, sunk deep among
pillows in one chair, we raise our feet even
an inch above the ground on another, we cease
to be soldiers in the army of the upright; we
become deserters. They march to battle, We
float with the sticks on the stream; helter-












2z ON BEING ILL

human beings have made compions; these
that symbolise their passions, decorate their
festivals, and lie (as if #hey knew sorrow) up-
on the piilows of the dead. Wonderful to
relate, poets have found religion in nature;
prople live in the country to learn virtue from
planis. Itisin their indifference that they
are comforting. That snowfield of the mind,
where man has not trodden, is visited by the
cloud, kissed by the falling petal, as, in another
sphere, it is the great artists, the Miltons and
the Popes, who console not by their thought
of us but by their forgetfulness.

Meanwhile, with the heroism of the ant or
the bee, however indifferent the sky or dis-
dainful the fowers, the army of the upright
marches to battle, Mrs, Jones catches her
train.  Mr. Smith mends his motor. The
cows are driven home ta be milked. Men
thatch the roof, The dogsbark. The rooks,
rising fn a net, foll in 2 net upon che elm trees.
The wave of life flings itself out indefatigably.


















28 ON BEING ILL

in illness, more legitimately perhaps than the
upright will allow. In health meaning has
encroached upon sound.  Our intelligence
domineers over our senses.  But in illness,
with the police off duty, we creep beneath
some obscure poem by Mallarmé or Donne,
some phrase in Latin or Grecek, and the words
give out their scent and distil their flavour,
and then, if at last we grasp the meaning, it
is all the richer for having come to us sensu-
ally first, by way of the palate and the nos-
trils, like some queer odour.  Foreigners, to
whom the tongue is strange, have us at a dis-
advantage. The Chinese must know the sound
of Antony and Clegpatra better than we do.
Rashness is one of the properties of illness
—outlaws that we are—and it is rashness that
we need in reading Shakespeare. It is not
that we should doze in reading him, but that,
fully canscious and aware, his fame intimid-
ates and bores, and all the views of all the
critics dull in us that thunder clap of convie-
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sitions ; that the author of The Swory of Two
Nobie Lives is not the peer of Boswell; and
if we assert that short of the best in literature
we like the worst—it is mediocrity that is hate-
ful—will have none of that either. Se be it
The law is on the side of the normal. But
for those who suffer a slight rise of tempera-
ture the names of Hare and Waterford and
Canning ray out as beams of benighant lustre.
Not, it is true, for the first hundred pages or
so. There, as so often in these fat volumes,
we flounder and threaten to sink in a plethora
of aunts and uncles. We have to remind our-
selves that there is such a thing as atmos-
phere; that the masters themselves often
keep us waiting intolerably while they pre-
pare our minds for whatever it may be—the
surprise, or the lack of surprise. So Hare,
too, takes his time ; the charm steals upon us
imperceptibly ; by degrees we become almost
one of the family, yet not quite, for our sense
of the oddity of it all remains, and share the
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life then was not the life of Charlotte and
Louisa, It was the life of families, of groups.
It was a web, 2 net, spreading wide and en-
meshing every sort of cousin, dependant, and
old retainer, Aunts—Aunt Caledon, Aunt
Mexborough—grandmothers—Granny Stu-
art, Granny Hardwicke—cluster in chorus,
and rejoice and sorrow and eat Christmas din-
ner together, and grow very old and remain
very upright, and sit in hooded chairs cutting
flowers it seems out of coloured paper. Char-
lotte married Canning and went to India;
Louisa married Lord Waterford and went to
Ireland.  Then letters begin to cross vast
spaces in slow sailing ships and communica-
tion becomes still more protracted and ver-
bose, and there seems no end to the space
z2nd the leisure of those carly Victorian days,
and faiths are lost and the life of Hedley
Vicars revives them ; aunts catch cold but re-
cover; cousins marry; there are the Irish
famine and the Indian Mutiny, and both sis-















