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[charles lamb at 56]

Charles Lamb I sincerely believe to be in some considerable degree insane.
A more pitiful, ricketty, gasping, staggering, stammering Tom fool I do not
know. He is witty by denying truisms, and abjuring good manners. His speech
wriggles hither and thither with an incessant painful fluctuation; not an opinion
in it or a fact or even a phrase that you can thank him for: more like a con-
vulsion fit than natural systole and diastole.—Besides he is now a confirmed
shameless drunkard: asks vehemently for gin-and-water in strangers’ houses;
tipples until he is utterly mad, and is only not thrown out of doors because he
is too much despised for taking such trouble with him. Poor Lamb! Poor Eng-
land where such a despicable abortion is named genius!—He said: There are
just two things I regret in English History; first that Guy Faux’s plot did not
take effect (there would have been so glorious an explosion); second that the
Royalists did not hang Milton (then we might have laughed at them); etc., etc.

[From Notebooks, November 2, 1831]

1. Carlyle once said that “human Portraits, faithfully drawn, are of all pictures the welcomest on human
walls.” With his pen, rather than with brush, he himself has created a strikingly colorful gallery of his
contemporaries.

A few of the following selections (all of them excerpted by the present editors) were written for publication,
in particular the elaborate portrait of Coleridge; the majority of them, however, are sketches from his letters,
sometimes in the vein of caricature. As Charles Sanders notes, all of them—like most of the portraits by
Chaucer, Browning, and Yeats—are “appraisal portraits.” Carlyle has been called the Victorian Rembrandt.
But with his sharp eye for absurdities, he is often the Victorian Daumier or Rowlandson. This element of
caricature can be partly explained in terms of difference of age. It will be noted that most of the celebrities
described were men older than Carlyle, and he had the customary determination of youth to make fun of the
pretensions of an older and established generation. In Carlyle’s case, there was the additional urge to be
irreverent in that he was a provincial in a great metropolis with the provincial’s need to assert his independence
of judgment.

The portraits are not presented chronologically. The first one is a sketch of royalty; the others are of English
writers. Titles for each portrait have been assigned by the editors.
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[william makepeace thackeray at 42]

Thackeray has very rarely come athwart me since his return: he is a big
fellow, soul and body; of many gifts and qualities (particularly in the Hogarth1

line, with a dash of Sterne2 superadded), of enormous appetite withal, and very
uncertain and chaotic in all points except his outer breeding, which is fixed
enough, and perfect according to the modern English style. I rather dread
explosions in his history. A big, fierce, weeping, hungry man; not a strong one.

[From a letter to Emerson, September 9, 1853]

From Characteristics1

The healthy know not of their health, but only the sick: this is the Physician’s
Aphorism; and applicable in a far wider sense than he gives it. We may say, it
holds no less in moral, intellectual, political, poetical, than in merely corporeal
therapeutics; that wherever, or in what shape soever, powers of the sort which
can be named vital are at work, herein lies the test of their working right or
working wrong.

In the Body, for example, as all doctors are agreed, the first condition of
complete health is, that each organ perform its function unconsciously,
unheeded; let but any organ announce its separate existence, were it even
boastfully, and for pleasure, not for pain, then already has one of those unfor-
tunate “false centres of sensibility” established itself, already is derangement
there. The perfection of bodily well-being is, that the collective bodily activities
seem one; and be manifested, more-over, not in themselves, but in the action
they accomplish. * * *

* * *
1. William Hogarth (1697–1764), a realistic and satirical engraver and painter of English life.
2. Laurence Sterne (1713–1768), whose novels are often sentimental.
1. First published in the Edinburgh Review, ostensibly as a review of two books of philosophy that had appeared
in 1830 and 1831: An Essay on the Origin and Prospects of Man by Thomas Hope, and Philosophical Lectures
by Friedrich von Schlegel. Hope was a Utilitarian writer, and his analytical treatise may have inspired the first
half of the essay, in which Carlyle exposes what seems to him the most characteristic symptom of modern
humanity’s diseased state of mind and spirit: self-consciousness. Schlegel’s book, an example of the German
transcendental philosophy, which Carlyle admired, may have inspired the second half of his essay, in which
he points out the encouraging prospects for the future if mankind can find a new religious faith. Yet it is only
near the end of Characteristics that Carlyle finally refers directly to these two books as such, for his real object,
as his title suggests, is not to write a mere book review but to describe the state of mind and society characteristic
of the age. This early essay, even in the necessarily abridged form adopted here, contains in embryo all the
basic religious and political ideas that Carlyle was to develop in his later writings.
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However, without venturing into the abstruse, or too eagerly asking Why and
How, in things where our answer must needs prove, in great part, an echo of
the question, let us be content to remark farther, in the merely historical way,
how that Aphorism of the bodily Physician holds good in quite other depart-
ments. Of the Soul, with her activities, we shall find it no less true than of the
Body: nay, cry the Spiritualists, is not that very division of the unity, Man, into
a dualism of Soul and Body, itself the symptom of disease; as, perhaps, your
frightful theory of Materialism, of his being but a Body, and therefore, at least,
once more a unity, may be the paroxysm which was critical, and the beginning
of cure! But omitting this, we observe, with confidence enough, that the truly
strong mind, view it as Intellect, as Morality, or under any other aspect, is
nowise the mind acquainted with its strength; that here as before the sign of
health is Unconsciousness. In our inward, as in our outward world, what is
mechanical lies open to us; not what is dynamical and has vitality. Of our
Thinking, we might say, it is but the mere upper surface that we shape into
articulate Thoughts;—underneath the region of argument and conscious dis-
course, lies the region of meditation; here, in its quiet mysterious depths, dwells
what vital force is in us; here, if aught is to be created, and not merely man-
ufactured and communicated, must the work go on. Manufacture is intelligi-
ble, but trivial; Creation is great, and cannot be understood. Thus if the
Debater and Demonstrator, whom we may rank as the lowest of true thinkers,
knows what he has done, and how he did it, the Artist, whom we rank as the
highest, knows not; must speak of Inspiration, and in one or the other dialect,
call his work the gift of a divinity.

But on the whole “genius is ever a secret to itself ”;2 of this old truth we have,
on all sides, daily evidence. The Shakespeare takes no airs for writing Hamlet
and the Tempest, understands not that it is anything surprising: Milton, again,
is more conscious of his faculty, which accordingly is an inferior one. On the
other hand, what cackling and strutting must we not often hear and see, when,
in some shape of academical prolusion, maiden speech, review article, this or
the other well-fledged goose has produced its goose-egg, of quite measurable
value, were it the pink of its whole kind; and wonders why all mortals do not
wonder!

Foolish enough, too, was the College Tutor’s surprise at Walter Shandy:3
how, though unread in Aristotle, he could nevertheless argue; and not knowing

2. From an essay by the German poet J. C. F. von Schiller (1759–1805).
3. Sterne, Tristram Shandy 1.19.
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the name of any dialectic tool, handled them all to perfection. Is it the skilfulest
anatomist that cuts the best figure4 at Sadler’s Wells? or does the boxer hit
better for knowing that he has a flexor longus and a flexor brevis?5 But indeed,
as in the higher case of the Poet, so here in that of the Speaker and Inquirer,
the true force is an unconscious one. The healthy Understanding, we should
say, is not the Logical, argumentative, but the Intuitive; for the end of Under-
standing is not to prove and find reasons, but to know and believe. Of logic,
and its limits, and uses and abuses, there were much to be said and examined;
one fact, however, which chiefly concerns us here, has long been familiar: that
the man of logic and the man of insight; the Reasoner and the Discoverer, or
even Knower, are quite separable,—indeed, for most part, quite separate char-
acters. In practical matters, for example, has it not become almost proverbial
that the man of logic cannot prosper? This is he whom business-people call
Systematic and Theoriser and Word-monger; his vital intellectual force lies
dormant or extinct, his whole force is mechanical, conscious: of such a one it
is foreseen that, when once confronted with the infinite complexities of the
real world, his little compact theorem of the world will be found wanting; that
unless he can throw it overboard and become a new creature, he will neces-
sarily founder. * * *

* * *
Never since the beginning of Time was there, that we hear or read of, so

intensely self-conscious a Society. Our whole relations to the Universe and to
our fellow-man have become an Inquiry, a Doubt; nothing will go on of its
own accord, and do its function quietly; but all things must be probed into,
the whole working of man’s world be anatomically studied. Alas, anatomically
studied, that it may be medically aided! Till at length indeed, we have come
to such a pass, that except in this same medicine, with its artifices and appli-
ances, few can so much as imagine any strength or hope to remain for us.The
whole Life of Society must now be carried on by drugs: doctor after doctor
appears with his nostrum, of Cooperative Societies, Universal Suffrage,
Cottage-and-Cow systems, Repression of Population, Vote by Ballot. To such
height has the dyspepsia of Society reached; as indeed the constant grinding
internal pain, or from time to time the mad spasmodic throes, of all Society
do otherwise too mournfully indicate.

4. Makes the most striking appearance. “Sadler’s Wells”: a London theater.
5. Technical terms for bodily muscles.
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Far be it from us to attribute, as some unwise persons do, the disease itself
to this unhappy sensation that there is a disease! The Encyclopedists6 did not
produce the troubles of France; but the troubles of France produced the Ency-
clopedists, and much else. The Self-consciousness is the symptom merely; nay,
it is also the attempt towards cure. We record the fact, without special censure;
not wondering that Society should feel itself, and in all ways complain of aches
and twinges, for it has suffered enough.

* * *
But leaving this, let us rather look within, into the Spiritual condition of

Society, and see what aspects and prospects offer themselves there. * * *
To begin with our highest Spiritual function, with Religion, we might ask,

Whither has Religion now fled? Of Churches and their establishments we here
say nothing; nor of the unhappy domains of Unbelief, and how innumerable
men, blinded in their minds, have grown to “live without God in the world”;7
but, taking the fairest side of the matter, we ask, What is the nature of that
same Religion, which still lingers in the hearts of the few who are called, and
call themselves, specially the Religious? Is it a healthy religion, vital, uncon-
scious of itself ; that shines forth spontaneously in doing of the Work, or even
in preaching of the Word? Unhappily, no. Instead of heroic martyr Conduct,
and inspired and soul-inspiring Eloquence, whereby Religion itself were
brought home to our living bosoms, to live and reign there, we have “Dis-
courses on the Evidences,”8 endeavouring, with smallest result, to make it prob-
able that such a thing as Religion exists. The most enthusiastic Evangelicals
do not preach a Gospel, but keep describing how it should and might be
preached: to awaken the sacred fire of faith, as by a sacred contagion, is not
their endeavour; but, at most, to describe how Faith shows and acts, and sci-
entifically distinguish true Faith from false. Religion, like all else, is conscious
of itself, listens to itself ; it becomes less and less creative, vital; more and more
mechanical. Considered as a whole, the Christian Religion of late ages has
been continually dissipating itself into Metaphysics; and threatens now to dis-
appear, as some rivers do, in deserts of barren sand.

Of Literature, and its deep-seated, wide-spread maladies, why speak? Liter-
ature is but a branch of Religion, and always participates in its character: how-

6. Diderot, Voltaire, and other critics of the established order in France who were contributors to the Ency-
clopédie (1751–52, 1776–80).
7. Cf. Ephesians 2.12.
8. Evidences of Christianity (1794) by William Paley, a Rationalist theologian.
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ever, in our time, it is the only branch that still shows any greenness; and, as
some think, must one day become the main stem.

* * *
Nay, is not the diseased self-conscious state of Literature disclosed in this

one fact, which lies so near us here, the prevalence of Reviewing! Sterne’s wish
for a reader “that would give-up the reins of his imagination into his author’s
hands, and be pleased he knew not why, and cared not wherefore,”9 might lead
him a long journey now. Indeed, for our best class of readers, the chief pleasure,
a very stinted one, is this same knowing of the Why; which many a Kames and
Bossu1 has been, ineffectually enough, endeavouring to teach us: till at last
these also have laid down their trade; and now your Reviewer is a mere taster;
who tastes, and says, by the evidence of such palate, such tongue, as he has
got, It is good, It is bad. Was it thus that the French carried out certain inferior
creatures on their Algerine Expedition, to taste the wells for them, and try
whether they were poisoned? Far be it from us to disparage our own craft,
whereby we have our living! Only we must note these things: that Reviewing
spreads with strange vigour; that such a man as Byron reckons the Reviewer
and the Poet equal; that at the last Leipzig Fair, there was advertised a Review
of Reviews. By and by it will be found that all Literature has become one
boundless self-devouring Review; and, as in London routs,2 we have to do
nothing, but only to see others do nothing.—Thus does Literature also, like a
sick thing, superabundantly “listen to itself.”

No less is this unhealthy symptom manifest, if we cast a glance on our
Philosophy, on the character of our speculative Thinking. Nay already, as above
hinted, the mere existence and necessity of a Philosophy is an evil. Man is sent
hither not to question, but to work: “the end of man,” it was long ago written,
“is an Action, not a Thought.”3 In the perfect state, all Thought were but the
picture and inspiring symbol of Action; Philosophy, except as Poetry and Relig-
ion, would have no being. And yet how, in this imperfect state, can it be
avoided, can it be dispensed with? Man stands as in the centre of Nature; his
fraction of Time encircled by Eternity, his handbreadth of Space encircled by
Infinitude: how shall he forbear asking himself, What am I; and Whence; and

9. Sterne, Tristram Shandy 3.12.
1. René le Bossu (1631–1680), French literary critic; Henry Home, Lord Kames (1696–1782), author of
Elements of Criticism.
2. Fashionable gatherings.
3. Aristotle, Ethics 1.3.
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Whither? How too, except in slight partial hints, in kind asseverations and
assurances, such as a mother quiets her fretfully inquisitive child with, shall he
get answer to such inquiries?

The disease of Metaphysics, accordingly, is a perennial one. In all ages, those
questions of Death and Immortality, Origin of Evil, Freedom and Necessity,
must, under new forms, anew make their appearance; ever, from time to time,
must the attempt to shape for ourselves some Theorem of the Universe be
repeated. And ever unsuccessfully: for what Theorem of the Infinite can the
Finite render complete? We, the whole species of Mankind, and our whole
existence and history, are but a floating speck in the illimitable ocean of the
All; yet in that ocean; indissoluble portion thereof; partaking of its infinite
tendencies: borne this way and that by its deep-swelling tides, and grand ocean
currents;—of which what faintest chance is there that we should ever exhaust
the significance, ascertain the goings and comings? A region of Doubt,
therefore, hovers forever in the background; in Action alone can we have cer-
tainty. Nay properly Doubt is the indispensable inexhaustible material whereon
Action works, which Action has to fashion into Certainty and Reality; only on
a canvas of Darkness, such is man’s way of being, could the many-coloured
picture of our Life paint itself and shine.

* * *
Now this is specially the misery which has fallen on man in our Era. Belief,

Faith has well-nigh vanished from the world. The youth on awakening in this
wondrous Universe no longer finds a competent theory of its wonders. Time
was, when if he asked himself, What is man, What are the duties of man? the
answer stood ready written for him. But now the ancient “ground-plan of the
All” belies itself when brought into contact with reality; Mother Church has,
to the most, become a superannuated Step-mother, whose lessons go disre-
garded; or are spurned at, and scornfully gainsaid. For young Valour and thirst
of Action no ideal Chivalry invites to heroism, prescribes what is heroic: the
old ideal of Manhood has grown obsolete, and the new is still invisible to us,
and we grope after it in darkness, one clutching this phantom, another that;
Werterism, Byronism, even Brummelism,4 each has its day. For Contemplation
and love of Wisdom, no Cloister now opens its religious shades; the Thinker
must, in all senses, wander homeless, too often aimless, looking up to a Heaven

4. A fad for wearing elegant clothes in the manner of Beau Brummel, a dandy of George IV’s time. “Wert-
erism”: the cultivation of melancholy based on the model of Goethe’s novel The Sorrows of Young Werther.
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which is dead for him, round to an Earth which is deaf. Action, in those old
days, was easy, was voluntary, for the divine worth of human things lay acknowl-
edged; Speculation was wholesome, for it ranged itself as the handmaid of
Action; what could not so range itself died out by its natural death, by neglect.
Loyalty still hallowed obedience, and made rule noble; there was still some-
thing to be loyal to: the Godlike stood embodied under many a symbol in
men’s interests and business; the Finite shadowed forth the Infinite; Eternity
looked through Time. The Life of man was encompassed and overcanopied
by a glory of Heaven, even as his dwelling-place by the azure vault.

How changed in these new days! Truly may it be said, the Divinity has
withdrawn from the Earth; or veils himself in that widewasting Whirlwind of
a departing Era, wherein the fewest can discern his goings. Not Godhead, but
an iron, ignoble circle of Necessity embraces all things; binds the youth of
these times into a sluggish thrall, or else exasperates him into a rebel. Heroic
Action is paralysed; for what worth now remains unquestionable with him?
At the fervid period when his whole nature cries aloud for Action, there is
nothing sacred under whose banner he can act; the course and kind and con-
ditions of free Action are all but undiscoverable. Doubt storms-in on him
through every avenue; inquiries of the deepest, painfulest sort must be engaged
with; and the invincible energy of young years waste itself in sceptical, suicidal
cavillings; in passionate “questionings of Destiny,” whereto no answer will be
returned.

For men, in whom the old perennial principle of Hunger (be it Hunger of
the poor Day-drudge who stills it with eighteenpence a-day, or of the ambitious
Place-hunter who can nowise still it with so little) suffices to fill-up existence,
the case is bad; but not the worst. These men have an aim, such as it is; and
can steer towards it, with chagrin enough truly; yet, as their hands are kept full,
without desperation. Unhappier are they to whom a higher instinct has been
given; who struggle to be persons, not machines; to whom the Universe is not
a warehouse, or at best a fancy-bazaar, but a mystic temple and hall of doom.
For such men there lie properly two courses open. The lower, yet still an
estimable class, take up with worn-out Symbols of the Godlike; keep trimming
and trucking between these and Hypocrisy, purblindly enough, miserably
enough. A numerous intermediate class end in Denial; and form a theory that
there is no theory; that nothing is certain in the world, except this fact of
Pleasure being pleasant; so they try to realise what trifling modicum of Pleasure
they can come at, and to live contented therewith, winking hard. Of these we
speak not here; but only of the second nobler class, who also have dared to say
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No and cannot yet say Yea; but feel that in the No they dwell as in a Golgotha,
where life enters not, where peace is not appointed them.

Hard, for most part, is the fate of such men; the harder the nobler they are.
In dim forecastings, wrestles within them the “Divine Idea of the World” yet
will nowhere visibly reveal itself. They have to realise a Worship for themselves,
or live unworshipping. The Godlike has vanished from the world; and they, by
the strong cry of their soul’s agony, like true wonder-workers, must again evoke
its presence. This miracle is their appointed task; which they must accomplish,
or die wretchedly: this miracle has been accomplished by such; but not in our
land; our land yet knows not of it. Behold a Byron, in melodious tones, “cursing
his day”: he mistakes earthborn passionate Desire for heaven-inspired Freewill;
without heavenly load-star, rushes madly into the dance of meteoric lights that
hover on the mad Mahlstrom; and goes down among its eddies. Hear a Shelley
filling the earth with inarticulate wail; like the infinite, inarticulate grief and
weeping of forsaken infants. A noble Friedrich Schlegel,5 stupefied in that
fearful loneliness, as of a silenced battle-field, flies back to Catholicism; as a
child might to its slain mother’s bosom, and cling there. In lower regions, how
many a poor Hazlitt must wander on God’s verdant earth, like the Unblest on
burning deserts; passionately dig wells, and draw up only the dry quicksand;
believe that he is seeking Truth, yet only wrestle among endless Sophisms,
doing desperate battle as with spectre-hosts; and die and make no sign!

To the better order of such minds any mad joy of Denial has long since
ceased: the problem is not now to deny, but to ascertain and perform. Once
in destroying the False, there was a certain inspiration; but now the genius of
Destruction has done its work, there is now nothing more to destroy. The doom
of the Old has long been pronounced, and irrevocable; the Old has passed
away: but, alas, the New appears not in its stead; the Time is still in pangs of
travail with the New. Man has walked by the light of conflagrations, and amid
the sound of falling cities; and now there is darkness, and long watching till it
be morning. The voice even of the faithful can but exclaim: “As yet struggles
the twelfth hour of the Night: birds of darkness are on the wing, spectres uproar,
the dead walk, the living dream.—Thou, Eternal Providence, wilt cause the
day to dawn!”6

Such being the condition, temporal and spiritual, of the world at our Epoch,

5. German literary critic and leader of the Romantic school (1772–1829). In 1808 he joined the Roman
Catholic church.
6. “Jean Paul’s Hesperus” [Carlyle’s note]. Jean Paul Richter (1763–1825) was a German humorist.
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can we wonder that the world “listens to itself,” and struggles and writhes,
everywhere externally and internally, like a thing in pain? Nay, is not even this
unhealthy action of the world’s Organisation, if the symptom of universal dis-
ease, yet also the symptom and sole means of restoration and cure? The effort
of Nature, exerting her medicative force to cast-out foreign impediments, and
once more become One, become whole? In Practice, still more in Opinion,
which is the precursor and prototype of Practice, there must needs be collision,
convulsion; much has to be ground away. Thought must needs be Doubt and
Inquiry before it can again be Affirmation and Sacred Precept. Innumerable
“Philosophies of Man,” contending in boundless hubbub, must annihilate each
other, before an inspired Poesy and Faith for Man can fashion itself together.

* * *
For ourselves, the loud discord which jars in these two Works,7 in innumerable
works of the like import, and generally in all the Thought and Action of this
period, does not any longer utterly confuse us. Unhappy who, in such a time,
felt not, at all conjunctures, ineradicably in his heart the knowledge that a God
made this Universe, and a Demon not! And shall Evil always prosper, then?
Out of all Evil comes Good; and no Good that is possible but shall one day
be real. Deep and sad as is our feeling that we stand yet in the bodeful Night;
equally deep, indestructible is our assurance that the Morning also will not
fail. Nay already, as we look round, streaks of a dayspring are in the east; it is
dawning; when the time shall be fulfilled, it will be day. The progress of man
towards higher and nobler developments of whatever is highest and noblest in
him, lies not only prophesied to Faith, but now written to the eye of Obser-
vation, so that he who runs may read.

One great step of progress, for example, we should say, in actual circum-
stances, was this same; the clear ascertainment that we are in progress. About
the grand Course of Providence, and his final Purposes with us, we can know
nothing, or almost nothing: man begins in darkness, ends in darkness; mystery
is everywhere around us and in us, under our feet, among our hands. Never-
theless so much has become evident to every one, that this wondrous Mankind
is advancing somewhither; that at least all human things are, have been and
forever will be, in Movement and Change;—as, indeed, for beings that exist
in Time, by virtue of Time, and are made of Time, might have been long
since understood. In some provinces, it is true, as in Experimental Science,

7. Books by Hope and Schlegel.
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this discovery is an old one; but in most others it belongs wholly to these latter
days. How often, in former ages, by eternal Creeds, eternal Forms of Govern-
ment and the like, has it been attempted, fiercely enough, and with destructive
violence, to chain the Future under the Past; and say to the Providence, whose
ways with man are mysterious, and through the great deep: Hitherto shalt thou
come, but no farther! A wholly insane attempt; and for man himself, could it
prosper, the frightfulest of all enchantments, a very Life-in-Death. Man’s task
here below, the destiny of every individual man, is to be in turns Apprentice
and Workman; or say rather, Scholar, Teacher, Discoverer: by nature he has
a strength for learning, for imitating; but also a strength for acting, for knowing
on his own account. Are we not in a world seen to be Infinite; the relations
lying closest together modified by those latest discovered and lying farthest
asunder? Could you ever spell-bind man into a Scholar merely, so that he had
nothing to discover, to correct; could you ever establish a Theory of the Uni-
verse that were entire, unimprovable, and which needed only to be got by
heart; man then were spiritually defunct, the Species we now name Man had
ceased to exist. But the gods, kinder to us than we are to ourselves, have for-
bidden such suicidal acts. As Phlogiston8 is displaced by Oxygen, and the Epi-
cycles of Ptolemy by the Ellipses of Kepler,9 so does Paganism give place to
Catholicism, Tyranny to Monarchy, and Feudalism to Representative Govern-
ment,—where also the process does not stop. Perfection of Practice, like com-
pleteness of Opinion, is always approaching, never arrived; Truth, in the words
of Schiller, immer wird, nie ist; never is, always is a-being.

Sad, truly, were our condition did we know but this, that Change is universal
and inevitable. Launched into a dark shoreless sea of Pyrrhonism, what would
remain for us but to sail aimless, hopeless; or make madly merry, while the
devouring Death had not yet ingulfed us? As indeed, we have seen many, and
still see many do. Nevertheless so stands it not. The venerator of the Past (and
to what pure heart is the Past, in that “moonlight of memory,” other than sad
and holy?) sorrows not over its departure, as one utterly bereaved. The true
Past departs not, nothing that was worthy in the Past departs; no Truth or
Goodness realised by man ever dies, or can die; but is all still here, and, recog-
nised or not, lives and works through endless changes. If all things, to speak in

8. A hypothetical substance that, according to older theories of chemistry, was part of all combustible objects
and was released in burning.
9. Johannes Kepler (1571–1630), German astronomer whose theories of planetary orbits (together with the
earlier discoveries of Copernicus) supplanted the Ptolemaic theories. “Ptolemy”: an astronomer of Alexandria,
2nd century c.e.
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the German dialect, are discerned by us, and exist for us, in an element of
Time, and therefore of Mortality and Mutability; yet Time itself reposes on
Eternity: the truly Great and Transcendental has its basis and substance in
Eternity; stands revealed to us as Eternity in a vesture of Time. Thus in all
Poetry, Worship, Art, Society, as one form passes into another, nothing is lost:
it is but the superficial, as it were the body only, that grows obsolete and dies;
under the mortal body lies a soul which is immortal; which anew incarnates
itself in fairer revelation; and the Present is the living sumtotal of the whole
Past.

In change, therefore, there is nothing terrible, nothing supernatural: on the
contrary, it lies in the very essence of our lot and life in this world. To-day is
not yesterday: we ourselves change; how can our Works and Thoughts, if they
are always to be the fittest, continue always the same? Change, indeed, is
painful; yet ever needful; and if Memory have its force and worth, so also has
Hope. Nay, if we look well to it, what is all Derangement, and necessity of
great Change, in itself such an evil, but the product simply of increased
resources which the old methods can no longer administer; of new wealth which
the old coffers will no longer contain? What is it, for example, that in our own
day bursts asunder the bonds of ancient Political Systems, and perplexes all
Europe with the fear of Change, but even this: the increase of social resources,
which the old social methods will no longer sufficiently administer? The new
omnipotence of the Steam-engine is hewing asunder quite other mountains
than the physical. Have not our economical distresses, those barnyard Confla-
grations1 themselves, the frightfulest madness of our mad epoch, their rise also
in what is a real increase: increase of Men; of human Force; properly, in such
a Planet as ours, the most precious of all increases? It is true again, the ancient
methods of administration will no longer suffice. Must the indomitable mil-
lions, full of old Saxon energy and fire, lie cooped-up in this Western Nook,
choking one another, as in a Blackhole of Calcutta,2 while a whole fertile
untenanted Earth, desolate for want of the ploughshare, cries: Come and till
me, come and reap me?3 If the ancient Captains can no longer yield guidance,
new must be sought after: for the difficulty lies not in nature, but in artifice;
the European Calcutta-Blackhole has no walls but air ones and paper ones.

1. Rick burning in the 1820s and 1830s by disgruntled farm laborers in England.
2. A small room in which 146 European men and women were imprisoned by the Indians in 1756. After one
night only 23 remained alive.
3. Carlyle often urged emigration to America as a solution to the overcrowding of Europe. One of his brothers
did emigrate and became a farmer in Ontario.
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—So too, Scepticism itself, with its innumerable mischiefs, what is it but the
sour fruit of a most blessed increase, that of Knowledge; a fruit too that will
not always continue sour?

In fact, much as we have said and mourned about the unproductive preva-
lence of Metaphysics, it was not without some insight into the use that lies in
them. Metaphysical Speculation, if a necessary evil, is the forerunner of much
good. The fever of Scepticism must needs burn itself out, and burn out thereby
the Impurities that caused it; then again will there be clearness, health. The
principle of life, which now struggles painfully, in the outer, thin and barren
domain of the Conscious or Mechanical, may then withdraw into its inner
sanctuaries, its abysses of mystery and miracle; withdraw deeper than ever into
that domain of the Unconscious, by nature infinite and inexhaustible; and
creatively work there. From that mystic region, and from that alone, all won-
ders, all Poesies, and Religions, and Social Systems have proceeded: the like
wonders, and greater and higher, lie slumbering there; and, brooded on by the
spirit of the waters, will evolve themselves, and rise like exhalations from the
Deep.

* * *
Remarkable it is, truly, how everywhere the eternal fact begins again to be

recognised, that there is a Godlike in human affairs; that God not only made
us and beholds us, but is in us and around us; that the Age of Miracles, as it
ever was, now is. Such recognition we discern on all hands and in all countries:
in each country after its own fashion. In France, among the younger nobler
minds, strangely enough; where, in their loud contention with the Actual and
Conscious, the Ideal or Unconscious is, for the time, without exponent; where
Religion means not the parent of Polity, as of all that is highest, but Polity
itself; and this and the other earnest man has not been wanting, who could
audibly whisper to himself: “Go to, I will make religion.” In England still more
strangely; as in all things, worthy England will have its way: by the shrieking
of hysterical women,4 casting out of devils, and other “gifts of the Holy Ghost.”
Well might Jean Paul say, in this his twelfth hour of the Night, “the living
dream”; well might he say, “the dead walk.”5 Meanwhile let us rejoice rather
that so much has been seen into, were it through never so diffracting media,

4. An allusion to followers of Carlyle’s friend, the preacher Edward Irving. Women in Irving’s congregation
asserted that they had acquired the gift of tongues.
5. Richter, Hesperus.
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and never so madly distorted; that in all dialects, though but half-articulately,
this high Gospel begins to be preached: Man is still Man. The genius of Mech-
anism, as was once before predicted, will not always sit like a choking incubus
on our soul; but at length, when by a new magic Word the old spell is broken,
become our slave, and as familiar-spirit do all our bidding. “We are near awak-
ening when we dream that we dream.”6

He that has an eye and a heart can even now say: Why should I falter? Light
has come into the world; to such as love Light, so as Light must be loved, with
a boundless all-doing, all-enduring love. For the rest, let that vain struggle to
read the mystery of the Infinite cease to harass us. It is a mystery which, through
all ages, we shall only read here a line of, there another line of. Do we not
already know that the name of the Infinite is Good, is God? Here on Earth
we are as Soldiers, fighting in a foreign land; that understand not the plan of
the campaign, and have no need to understand it; seeing well what is at our
hand to be done. Let us do it like Soldiers; with submission, with courage, with
a heroic joy. “Whatsoever thy hand findeth to do, do it with all thy might.”7

Behind us, behind each one of us, lie Six Thousand Years of human effort,
human conquest: before us is the boundless Time, with its as yet uncreated
and unconquered Continents and Eldorados, which we, even we, have to con-
quer, to create; and from the bosom of Eternity there shine for us celestial
guiding stars.

“My inheritance how wide and fair!
Time is my fair seed-field, of Time I’m heir.”8

1831 1831

6. From a work by the German poet Novalis (1772-1801).
7. Ecclesiastes 9.10.
8. From Goethe’s romance Wilhelm Meisters Wanderjahre (1821).


