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HAZLITT ’S CRITICISM OF THE FINE ARTS 

"There are only three pleasures in lile, pure and lasting", "wrote 

Hazlitt in 1823, "books, pictures, and the fac% of nature*  If we 

bring but an eye, an "understanding, and a heart to them, we find them 

always with us, always the same..,., üïhile we remember any thing, we 

cannot forget them. As long as we have a wish for pleasure, we may 

find it here."1 

This brief profession of faith contains a clue to much that is 

significant. \ For just as the redintegrative historian can often char¬ 

acterize a movement or an epoch in the persons of a few representative 

men, so he who studies the writings of a single man may happily discover 

emotional or doctrinal foci about which the involved mass of concepts 

will, almost of their own accord, cling and crystallize. In Hazlitt this 

process is notable^ it is about pictures and books and the natural world, 

and his reactions to them, that his work centers. In them he found the 

height of pleasure pure and lasting, not only in the embittered latter 

years but from the time he first ventured literary self-expression; and 

from his earliest writings to his last this emphasis does not vary to 

any appreciable degree. 

Hazlitt*s genius was intense, personal, unique; at the same time it 

was manifold. There are few men in any age with broader range of interests 

The Collected Works of William Hazlitt, ed. A. R. Waller and Arnold 

Glover (London, 1904) Vol. IX, p. 27. All subsequent references from Hazlitt 

will refer to this edition. 
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than may he found in the twelve large volumes of the Essays. Certainly 
•*■*/. if 

no lack of versatility can be ascribed to one who with ease and authority 

/ J r- i- £ i 
roves from such topics as The Indian Jugglers and Dr. Spurzheim s Theory 

of Phrenology and The Causes of Methodism to such other divergent themes 

as The Ideal and The Principles of Human Action—to say nothing of literary, 

dramatic, ethical, artistic, and political criticism. Most strikingly of 

all does one feel the breadth as well as the intensity of Hazlitt's per¬ 

sonality in those rambling and pleasant discourses whose principal subject 

is the essayist himself, telling us what he sees and experiences in a 

highly varied world, and deriving the utmost of appreciative enjoyment 

from the world, himself, and the telling. Such a personality will never 

be dull or sterile, and Hazlitt never is. But he is more than intense and 
% 

varied—more than merely interesting to read. Despite the intense preoccu¬ 

pation with the subject-at hand, and despite the extreme variety of subject 

matter, there remains an unvarying note of identity in manner and outlook 

(whatever the subject treated); so that the body of Hazlitt's writings is 

in a sense, as it echoes this note of unique temperament and conviction, 

thoroughly homogeneous. Not only in the informal essays but also in the 

more formal literary and philosophic criticism Hazlitt expresses the same 

basically personal viewpoint; always he applies and interlocks his great 

triad of nature, art, and literature with whatever may be the immediate 

theme. Because of this subtle interplay, and because the topic of the 

fine arts is so thoroughly important for Hazlitt, an examination of his 

artistic opinions should throw significant light on much of his other work, 



especially in the fields of ethics and of literature; these are enriched 

■by many illustrative remarks or digressions on cognate phases of the fine 

arts. 

A critical examination of Hazlitt's -writings on the fine arts will 

tell us much about Hazlitt himself—his temperament and his modes of 

thought. It should further reveal a great deal that is relevant to 

his critical work as a whole. And finally—quite aside from this deriva¬ 

tive importance—whatever such a man as Hazlitt has to say about the fine 

arts should repay examination for its own sake. In the course of this 

paper I shall attempt to make good these assumptions. 

It seems almost inevitable that art should have been of first impor¬ 

tance for Hazlitt. This result would be achieved in the first place by 

his general breadth of interests, together with a high faculty of artistic 

and poetic appreciation; these would naturally direct his attention toward 

the fine arts along with everything else that is most appealing in the 

world. But in another, a more specific way, this direction of his inter¬ 

ests was intensified and accelerated. The year 1798 is notable not alone 

for the publication of the Lyrical Ballads and for Hazlitt’s first meet¬ 

ing with Wordsworth and Coleridge, for in 1798 Hazlitt formed his first 
i ■i 

great enthusiasm—thoroughly romantic.in spirit—for the fine arts.* The 

occasion was an exhibition of old Italian paintings at London, and Hazlitt’s 

( 

* Except where otherwise noted, I have followed for biographical data 

P. P. Howe, Life of Tfilliam Hazlitt (New York, 1923) Chap. Ill, and Jules 

Douady, Vie de William Hazlitt (Paris, 1906) Chap. II and III. 
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enthusiasm knew no hounds# It is typical of his convictions, formed im- 
l 

pulsively hut forever afterward maintained, that the Italians—and Titian 

and Raphael at their head—were henceforward throughout his life to hold 
i 

first place in his admiration# A year later, at the crossroads-age of 

twenty-one, he definitely resolved to devote his life to the art of paint- 

ing. 

This enthusiasm and this decision were not unforeshadowed# Eazlitt 

when very young showed talent for drawing and had the shadowy idea that 

some day he might be an artist# His older brother John was a successful 

miniaturist and portrait-painter# And Hazlitt, who had disappointed his 

father*s wish that he become a Unitarian minister, was obliged to make 

a living in some way or other# The only possible alternative to art was 

a literary career; it was an attractive one to this many-sided young 

man who already knew and cherished in a tenacious memory all that ms 

greatest in English literature, who, moreover, had spent three memorable 

weeks in the spring of 1798 with Y/ordsworth and Coleridge at Stowey, and 

who had even been responsible* (in 1792, at the age of fourteen) for 

A Theory of Criminal end Civil Jurisprudence# But at all events, 

the conflict between art and literature ms settled for the time being 

in favor of art, end Hazlitt went to study with his brother John and— 

probably—with James Northcote, who had. been a pupil of Sir Joshua Peynolds# 

In 1802 professional work began, in the fbrm of a commission from a 

* IT# E. Henley, Introduction to the Collected YJorks of Hazlitt, 

Vol# I, p# 9 
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rich Manchester merchant and from Northeote himself for copies of early 

Italian masterpieces at the Louvre. So into France, recently opened 

to Englishmen by the Peace of Amiens, and to the Louvre, -which the 

First Consul had just enriched with the spoils-of Italy, Hazlitt went 

straightway, and proceeded to his work with gusto. In passing through 

the galleries of masterpieces Eazlitt had the impression of moving 

among the leaves of some masterwork. Years later he remembers that 

"from this transport and delight there arose in our breasts a wish, a 

deep aspiration of mingled hope and fear, to be able some day to do 

something like them." Every day except Friday~"jour de balayage"-- 

he worked heroically at the Louvre from opening-time to closing, daunted 

not at all by physical discomfort—it was the coldest winter in years, 

and the heating of the galleries was ineffectual in the extreme. 

Hazlitt returned to England encouraged by his success in copying, 

impressed by the immense things he had seen at Paris, and more firmly 

than ever resolved to be a painter. He made a passable portrait of 

Coleridge, and another of Lambkin Venetian costume,after the manner of 

Titian; but a similar attempt with Wordsworth represented that poet with 

so lugubrious a cast of countenance that its only effect was to provoke 

mirth and witticisms in beholders, and profound discouragement in its 

creator; he afterwards destroyed it. A portrait of his father, on which 

he had placed high hopes, proved respectable enough, though no master¬ 

piece. 

Hazlitt's retreat from the realm of painting was a gradual evacuation, 



not at all marked by the enthusiasm and the emotional fireworks that 

had accompanied his setting-out* With mingled suooess and failure 

his artistic career ran its course, while suoh practicalities as art- 

dealers and patrons became more annoying and ardor cooled. By 1806 

he was convinced that he could never become a great painter (it is a 

rubrio of his criticism that every great artist must be born so) and 

he definitely gave up art as a profession in favor of literature* 

Hazlitt*s half-dozen years* digression into painting thus ended in 

failure* But the influence of this early experience remained through¬ 

out his life* 

Some degree of technical knowledge, such as would result from 

practical training in art, is generally considered essential for valid 

and successful oritioism of artistic works; on such a principle, Hazlitt' 

qualifications as an art critic will rest upon this training* But it 

is an interesting fact that Hazlitt himself would admit no suoh basis 

of qualification* Characteristically he avoided any strict distinction 

and division of the arts on a merely technical basis; other matters were 

to him too important for mere formal acquirements to be of prime impor¬ 

tance in the office of oritic* 

Hazlitt has given, -conveniently_jenough, a clear and concise state¬ 

ment of what he does consider valid criteria for qualification as a 

writer on art* These criteria are set forth in an essay On Judging of 



Pictures'*' which was published in 1823 in the Literary Examiner « 

"Painters4*, he begins, "exclaim against any one writing about art 

who has not served his apprenticeship to the craft, who is not 

versed in the detail of its mechanism* This has often put me a 

little out of patience—-but I will take patience, and say why*" 

The first point made in the essay is radical enough: that 

living artists are so mutually jealous that they are utterly in¬ 

capable of forming a fair judgment of one another*s works* "I 

never in the whole course of ny life heard one speak in hearty 

praise of another." But even in situations where fair judgment 

.is possible, Hazlitt denies to painters in toto "an exclusive 

right and power to judge of pictures", because pictures are meant 

not to convey ideas to painters only~"one man in ten thousand"— 

but to make them apparent to all. Pictures which can be admired 

by none but painters must inevitably be bad* 

So far painting in general* When we consider "the higher 

branches of art, the poetry of painting", Hazlitt denies even more 

peremptorily the value of technical knowledge to take the plaoe of 

genuine aesthetic appreciation, or even to aid it* "I may know 

what is a just or a beautiful representation of love, anger, mad¬ 

ness, despair, without being able to draw a straight line—and I 

1 
Collected Works, Vol. IX, pp. 356 ff 



do not see how that faculty adds to the capability of so judging." 

Painters, then, and those versed in technicalities of painting, 

are certainly to form no ohosen people so far as critical apprecia¬ 

tion is concerned* Hazlitt does not fall into the opposite extreme 

and pitfall of saying that any one whoever is capable of judging or 

appreciating a masterpieoe of painting. Just as painters "are apt 

to overlook the higher and more mental parts of a picture, in their 

haste to critioise its mechanical properties", so unresponsive mind? 

as well may miss this essential aesthetic content* The ultimate ' 

qualification for a good critic of pictures is the same as that for 

a critio of literature, of music, of any form of aesthetio expression} 

such criticism “requires a mind oapable of estimating the noble, or 

touching, or terrible, or sublime subjects which they present." The 

essential faot is that the part of painting which painters are best 

qualified to explain are only the mechanical details, the means toward 

the end of art~"the wherefores, as *Squire Western would say", — end 

that technicalities do not constitute all of art, or even the most im¬ 

portant part of it* Certainly we should laugh at anybody who claimed 

that good food could be well appreciated by none but an experienced 

cook: so with the food of the taste and intellect* “The Art of Paint¬ 

ing is one equally delightful to the eye and to the mind.... But shall 

it be said the enchanter alone can judge of the enchantment?" 

Hazlitt was thus qualified to judge of art from both a technical 



and an aesthetio standpoint; the latter is certain from the nature 

of his writings as a ■whole—unmistakably the work of "a mind capable 

of estimating the noble, or touching, or terrible, or sublime....” 

Anyway, it is only to be expected that Hazlitt should fulfill his 

own criteria even more notably than those of a formal nature which 

he disparages. 

Let us turn then to consider what Hazlitt in his very numerous 

writings has to say about the fine arts. We shall be disappointed if 

we seek in his essays any consistent extended development of artistic 

theory. His opinions are expressed rather—rarely more than a single 

aspeot at a time—in many short papers on different subjects produced 

throughout his literary career. There is, for instance, specific 

criticism of artistic works and of art galleries, such as the Sketches 

of the Principal Picture Galleries in England or West*s Picture of 

Death on the Pale Horse or Buonaparte * s Collection of Pictures. 

Another type of essay is concerned with historical criticism; the 

papers On the Elgin Marbles and On the Progress of Art contain this 

sort of subject matter. A third general class, represented by the 

essays On the Fine Arts, On Judging of Pictures, On the Imitation of 

Nature, and On Certain Inconsistencies in Sir Josua Reynoldsfs Dis¬ 

courses, is concerned primarily with abstract aesthetic theory. But 

many of the essays refuse to fit even moderately well into any of 
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these classes; they are of a more occasional hybrid sort, combining 

history, specific criticism, and abstraot theory in varying degrees 

of emphasis* All the papers are full of digressions, illustrations, 

turnings and returnings to a few favorite points, and (borne along 

by the impetus of whatever is the subject at hand) not free of incon¬ 

sistencies and of extremities of statement unsupported by the theoriz¬ 

ing as a whole* And since the artistic criticism overflows into the 

neighboring channels of literary and ethical criticism, mixing its 

floods with theirs, there is much of significance to be met with where 

it is least to be expected* 

Hazlitt*s approach to art is then that of an essayist and critical 

litterateur rather than that of a philosopher* He forges few connecting- 

links whereby a full theory may be evolved, and he repeats himself and 

contradicts himself* Since this is so, any attempt at ooherent presen¬ 

tation must be an artificial synthesis with the method of synthesis at 

the free choice of the epitomist* The method which I have employed is 

the least complicated and perhaps least hazardous possiblei that of 

emphasizing as most important those ideas which Hazlitt himself repeats 

most often and develops most fully, and this (in view of the extremely 

mixed presentation of various phases of the criticism) in logical 

succession rather than chronological* 

\ 

Two strongly stressed points are outstanding in Hazlitt*s artistio 
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■writing* The first of these is a principle of extreme naturalism; 

the second is a strikingly expressed opposition on almost every 

possible point to the theories expressed in Sir Joshua Reynold's 

fifteen Discourses to the Royal Academy* These two phases are in 

reality only different ways of expressing the same thing* 

The inseparable connection of art with nature is Hazlitt's 

favorite doctrine, a doctrine that assumes many forms in the course 

of his writing* To begin with, "art is (first and last) the imita- 
% 

tion of nature."1 2 3 Such a statement is not unknown in aesthetio 

theory from Aristotle to the present day* But Hazlitt intends this 

naturalism in the most extreme possible interpretations "Each image 

in art should have a tally or corresponding prototype in some object 

in nature." 

There are no bounds to the implications of this naturalism as 

Hazlitt sometimes expresses it* "A thing oannot please unless it is 

2 
to be found in nature*" And without this truth of imitation art is 

not only incapable of giving pleasure; it is neoessarily destitute of 

3 
ary "value or meaning" whatsoever; it is vacuous, useless, worse 

1 Collected Works, Vol. IX, p. 331 

2 Ibid, Vol. IX, p. 345 

3 Ibid, Vol. IX, p. 347 



than useless* This naturalistic theory holds true also in its con¬ 

verse form: “There is nothing in nature, however mean or trivial, 

that has not its beauty and some interest belonging to it, if truly 

represented*” 

How does Hazlitb justify this radical naturalism of art-theory? 

From scattered hints and partial statements here and there may be 

reconstructed—or rather constructed—some measure of philosophic 

defense: this I shall set forth later* But the only justification 

ostensibly present in the essays must rest upon a historical basis* 

In the greatest art of all ages Eazlitt sees what is at bottom the 

most masterly transcription of nature as it actually exists* Greek 

statues, Italian masterwcrks, Dutch and Flemish pieces, Hogarth— 

these and all the rest of the illustrious group—”owe their pre¬ 

eminence and perfection to the immediate imitation of nature*” 

And he adds, with characteristic abandon, ”The difference was in the 

subjects, there was none in the mode of imitation*”^ 

Hazlitt, seeming to recognize the radicalism of his theory, fore¬ 

stalls several difficulties which at once present themselves in oppo¬ 

sition—'though, to be sure, not the most importent difficulties* For 

instance, why do the Greek statues, if they are only imitations of 

individual nature, display forms so much more ideally heroic than are 

1 
Hazlitt, Collected Vforks, Vol. IX, p. 377 



to be found in modern times either in art or in nature? To answer 

this question Hazlitt advances several simple but ingenious hypoth¬ 

eses* First we must assume that among the Greeks there was a superior 

symmetry of the models in nature; it is only reasonable that the 

Greek manner of life should have produced such models of ideal form* 

Second, if we admit such models to have existed, the Greek artist 

was afforded a more oonstant opportunity for studying these models* 

And finally, we may assume the existence in the Greek people of a 

superior genius for choosing and copying the best of these forms»**, 

a larger "susceptibility to the impressions of what is beautiful and 

grand in nature*" 

Take, for the nnke-of example, the Elgin Marbles* Examine these 

extremely impressive and lifelike figures; there is nothing to prevent 

our assuming that they are copied directly from, individual nature~or, 

for that matter, that they were originally nothing but oasts from in¬ 

dividual nature* If they were indeed literal copies or casts, not an 

aspect of the broad masses of the forms would be different from the 

statues as we actually see them, nor would we find a modification of 

the least ripple of a rnusole beneath the careful contours of the sur¬ 

face* The Elgin Marbles “have all the ease, the simplicity, the 

variety, of individual nature**. The process of fastidious refinement 

and indefinite abstraction is certainly not visible here*"^ This 

1 Collected Works, Vol. IX, p* 379 



realistic form and detail of the Elgin Marbles is rendered more strik- 

ing—and even more significant for Hazlitt's argument—when we remember 

that» as he points out, the original position of the Marbles would have 

made it impossible for any one to see the detail in such minuteness of 

finishing as the artist employed. 

There are modern examples, too, of this principle—Raphael, for 

instance, in whose pictures Coleridge thought he could recognize faces 

still to be seen on the streets of Rome,*1 and Leonardo da Vinci and 

Correggio. Leonardo's pictures “are worked up to the height of the 

idea conceived, with an elaborate felicity: but this idea was evident¬ 

ly first suggested and afterwards religiously compared with nature."2 3 

The individuality of Correggio's faces is almost grotesque, and his 

coloring is nature itself. An actual shadow cast on one of his pic¬ 

tures looks exactly like a shadow painted there; Hazlitt never tires 

of reiterating this really remarkable fact* Titian, too, has the 

"majestic simplicity of nature; so that to the common eye there is 

•Z 

nothing extraordinary any more than in nature itself.Giorgione, 

Paolo Veronese, Tintoretto, and the Bassani—the remaining great 

masters of the Venetian sohool—all display a "bold, masterly, and 

striking imitation of nature" as their characteristic excellence; like- 

1 Collated Works, Vol. IX, pp. 337, 379 

2 Ibid, Vol. IX, p. 382 

3 Ibid, Vol. IX, p. 384 



■wise the ruinous decline of Venetian painting ms concomitant vdth 

its departure from a strong and simple naturalism to pursue "academio 

rules and the phantoms of abstract perfect ion.Dutch paintings 

demonstrate that all nature has beauty and interest when truly repre- 

2 
sentedj —and similarly through the whole course of the history of 

art. In general, we may conclude that the preeminence of great 

painters is dependent upon a selection and embodiment of one view of 

nature.3 Even Reynolds, that arch-priest of anti-naturalism, derived 

his artistic superiority from a “habitual attention to nature."1 2 3 4 

This naturalistic dogma of Eazlitt*s is a radical one, but it 

represents—in part at least ~Hazlitt*s reaction from another type of 

extreme, the theories presented in the Discourses of Sir Joshua 

Reynolds. To understand the intensity of Hazlitt's naturalism and 

of his hostility to Reynolds*s theories, we must first understand 

the main outlines of the Discourses. 

The Fifteen Discourses Delivered in the Royal Academy were written 

at intervals between the years 1769 and 1791; the First Discourse was 

delivered at the opening of the Academy, the remainder at intervals of 

years at the December distribution of prizes to students. They are 

lectures of general advice to the young painters; rather discursive, 

1 Conned Works, Vol. IX, p. 385 

2 Ibid, Vol. IX, p. 389 

3 Ibid, Vol. IX, p. 387 

4 Ibid, Vol. IX, p. 397 



though written pleasantly enough, and breathing in every admonition 

(tempered, to be sure, with becoming modesty) the full overwhelming 

authoritativeness of Reynolds's high position, 

* 1 
In the course of a paper on the Discourses, Elbert H. S« Thompson 

demonstrates the essential dependence of Reynolds's main ideas upon 

the great currents of neoclassical literary theory, Reynolds, he points 

out, dealt primarily with broad aesthetic principles} hence it is hard 

to mark positively the sources from which he drew. But is is evident 

that these theories were not entirely new to the author. "They were 

the broad, well-established ideas that philosophy and criticism then 

stressed—Reynolds*s first interest in them was due to his friends in 

London”—that is, the Johnsonian circle—"but he handled them as his 

own. The Discourses express the convictions of a broad and philosophic 

mind.” In the following summary of the principal ideas in the Dis¬ 

courses, I shall make some use of Thompson's paper in indicating this 

significant connection. 

At the outset of his system, Reynolds recommends to students in 

art the two great oritical maxims of his century: to follow nature, 

and to use the ancients as models. Pope had expressed these ideas 

most notably in the Essay on Criticism with the famous lines about 

Elbert H. S. Thompson, The Discourses of Sir Joshua Reynolds, 

in Publications of the Modern Language Association, Vol. 32 (1917) 



"Unerring Nature 1*. • and the subsequent "trace the Mises upward to 

their spring"—where the spring is Homer.* These two injunctions held 

neither for Pope nor for Reynolds any element of incompatibility, be¬ 

cause the ancients themselves represented "Nature still, but nature 

methodiz*d."® 

For Reynolds, advocating both the "Rules of old" and the “just 

standard" of nature, the latter is (properly enough) by far the more 

important conception. Every excellence springs originally from nature, 

4 
and not from the study of other art. Thus the student must always 

copy his model faithfully, that later he may the more easily reproduce 

what he has imagined. Furthermore, he should paint from many models 

so that his idea of beauty may be derived from the human form in the 

abstract rather than from any one example.® And to avoid inoorrectness 

of expression, he should (in the beginning at least) avoid too much de¬ 

pendence on memory for any detail. Even where he beoomes master of his 

art, he will find that constant intercourse with nature is constant re¬ 

newing of strength and a nearer approach to the true and perfect idea of 

g 
art. It is important to notice, in view of Hazlitt's later criticism 

^ Esafty on Criticism, Part I, 11. 68 ff. 

2 Ibid, Part II, 11. 118 ff. 

^ Ibid, Part I, 89 

^ Discourses. "Everymaa*s Library" Ed. p. 5 

5 Ibid, pp. 9-10 

6 Ibid, p. 207 
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of the Discourses, that Reynolds specifically warns the student 

against a “careless and indetermined" mode of painting* Precision 

of expression, the sine qua non of all great art, makes necessary 

an exact knowledge and careful reproduction of the form required 

by the subject^ No vagueness is at all permissible* Indeed, though 

the copying of nature is not the real purpose of art, an inferior type 

of art does consist only of such copying* Naturalists in painting 

are like sonneteers in poetry--a minor genus, but in their measure 

admirable* 

Reynolds did not hold these naturalistic injunctions without 

some reservations; they are to be aooepted absolutely only by the stu¬ 

dent of art in developing meohanical skill* But so far as they do 

apply, they show how thoroughly Reynolds reinforced his ideal artistic 

superstructure with a solid naturalistic foundation* 

Equally earnest is his exhortation to follow the ancients* Here, 

indeed, he goes to extremes of expression which Pope himself did not 

equal. A typical passage is this from the Sixth Discourse: “From the 

remains of the works of the ancients the modem arts were revived, and 

it is by their means that they must be restored a second time* However 

it may mortify- our vanity, we must be forced to allow them our masters; 

and we may venture to prophesy, that when they shall cease to be studied, 

2 
arts will no longer flourish, and we shall again relapse into barbarism*" 

Discourses, "Everyman*s Library" Ed*, pp. 39, 150-1 

2 Ibid, p. 90 
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Certainly the prejudiced Twentieth Century is ill qualified to judge 

of the truth or falsity of this strange prediction; its significance 

here lies in the fact that it places Reynolds culturally in the ranks 

of tte extreme conservatives. Obedience to rules, and respect for 

great masters as authorities, are indispensable to any painter^--a 

principle that stands although Reynolds admits many faults in the 

masters themselves. All the Venetians (with the exception of Titian) 

must be admitted mere bustle and tumult# theirs is "a tale told by an 

idiot....signifying nothing”, and without the least attempt to interest 

2 
the passions. Hazlitt would reply that the quotation was well chosen: 

the Venetians indeed portray life as it really exists, with a natural¬ 

ism whose significance Reynolds was incapable of comprehending. 

There appear, then, two great elements common to Reynolds and to 

neoclassical theory. Rut just as he found fault with the masters, the 

great authorities and models of excellence, so he now modifies the 

meaning of the phrase ”Follow Nature”, until he can without self-con¬ 

tradiction say that painting is, "strictly speaking, no imitation at 

3 
all of external nature." 

This apparent volte-face is bound up with the Protean meanings of 

the term nature. In Reynolds's view, nature is not only objective but 

* Discourses, "Everyman's Library" Ed., pp. 6-7 

^ Ibid, pp. 47-50 

3 Ibid, p. 212 



subjective—"not only the forms whioh nature produces, hut also the 

nature and internal fabric and organization, as I may call it, of 

the human mind and imagination. "*■ Deformity, moreover, is not 

nature nor a part of nature; it is a deviation from customary nature» 

Nature in the sense of a collection of natural objects is a “misap- 

plication of terms". To lose sight of "nature", Reynolds tells us 

in an informative contrast, is to be at the mercy of every "gust of 

fashion." Thus the highest criticism in art refers to the eternal 

and immutable “nature of things" ; it coordinates the arts with one 

*2 

another, and these with the nature of the human mind» 

The objeot of art is beauty general and intellectual, subsisting 

only in the mind» Now, the expression of the general idea which alone 

can properly be termed beauty or nature precludes the exact representa- 

4 
tion of speoific nature* This extremely important principle assumes 

several forms* First, since an intellectual idea of beauty cannot be 

obtained from any one object in nature, it is evident that this ideal 

beauty (from which all arts receive their perfection) must be an ab- 

straction from many forms of each individual genus or type. It be¬ 

comes properly the attribute and representation of the genus rather 

than of the individual» Tfe must learn to recognize this beauty, which 

^ Discourses, "Everyman's Library" Ed., p. 107 

2 Ibid, pp. 204-5 

3 Ibid, p. 208 

4 Ibid, p. 155 

5 Ibid, p. 11 



is found not in Heaven but on earth, removed from details of every 

kind, and to composit it from the aggregate of imperfect objects*^ 

Not only must specific nature be modified, but sometimes parts 

which do not oonbribute to the general effect are to be altogether 

O 
omitted* The skill to leave out is a great part of wisdom. For 

in the fine arts many parts do not make a whole; a picture, to be 

sublime, must impress the mind "with one blow."® Genius is simply 

the power of expressing as a whole. The painter of genius, in 

achieving his goal, will suspend all consideration of subordinate 

beauties or defects, for unmeaningful detail is worse than useless— 

it detracts attention from the principal point, the general idea of 

perfection. In the Fourth Discourse Reynolds writes: H'he painter 

will not inquire what things may be admitted without too much oensure; 

he will not think it enough that they may be there: he will show that 

it 

they must be there; that their absence would render his picture maijfed 

4 
and defective." Thus, though detail is not to be neglected, we must 

distinguish between essential and subordinate powers. Something must 

perhaps always be neglected; then let it be the lesser rather than the 

c 
greater. 

^ Discourses, "Everyman*s Library” Ed., pp. 8, 27, 43-44 

2 Ibid, p. 181 

3 Ibid, p. 50 

4 Ibid, p. 42 

6 Ibid, p. 178 
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It is Reynolds theory» then, that not literal imitation but rather 

selection and integration is to be sought in art, and this integration 

must include not only composition but coloring, light and shade, and 

every other thing susceptible separately of becoming a main object of 

attention.* Like Hazlitt, Reynolds justifies his theory by reference 

to the great masters, from Raphael on down. The grand style of paint¬ 

ing is notably exemplified in fresco, the basis of some of the greatest 

art in modem times but a form from which minute detail is of necessity 
o 

excluded. The student, following in the footsteps of the illustrious, 

will avoid giving particularities of expression and feature in his 

portraits, but will strive to represent usual and general ones. He will 

paint his drapery not as linen nor as woolen, but as drapery and nothing 

3 more. The grand style is the severe and simple style. 

That imitation, though a necessary means,' is not the end of art, 

that naturalistic eye-deception refers to the eye alone while great paint¬ 

ing refers to the mind, and that simple resemblance to nature is not al¬ 

ways pleasing, are facts which may readily be verified by reference to 

wax-works, whose effect is not highly successful artistioally. On the 

contrary, we are pleased with seeing ends accomplished by apparently in¬ 

adequate means; a few well-chosen strokes are more pleasing than elaborate 

* Discourses, "Everyman*s Library" Ed., p. 180 

^ Ibid, p. 64 
3 Ibid, p. 46 



satiating detail. The mechanical part of art is the language of 

painters-->it is poor eloquence whioh shows only that the orator can 

talk.2 

To this theory of the ideal or grand style, there is a striking 

parallel in Rasselas (Thompson, in the article already referred to, 

adduces evidence that Johnson revised and corrected the Discourses 

for publication) ï "The province of poetry is to describe nature and . 

the passions, which are always the same", and "the business of the 

poet is to examine, not the individual, but the species; to remark 

general properties and large appearances. He does not number the 

streaks of the tulip, or describe the different shades in the verdure 

of the forest, he is to exhibit in his portraits of nature such 

prominent and striking features, as recall the original to every mind, 

and must negleot the minute discriminations." It seems to me that 

equally apposite to a slightly different phase of the theory are Pope's 

lines:^ 

"In wit, as nature, what affects our hearts 
Is not the exactness of peculiar parts; 
•Tis not a lip or eye we beauty call. 
But the joint force and full result of all.... 
Ho single parts unequally surprise, 
All comes united to th* admiring eyes." 

As a corollary to the two great maxims of following nature and the 

great master-works as models, there is with Reynolds a corresponding 

^ Discourses, "Everyman's Library" Ed., p. 174 
2 Ibid, pp. 47-48 

^ Essay on untioism, Part II, 11. 243ff 
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belittlement of the personal element in art» In a passage which was 

to evoke the active hostility of Hazlitt, Reynolds tells us: "You 

must have no dependence on your om genius. If you have great talents» 

industry will improve them. If you have but moderate abilities, it 

will supply their deficiency."* This is no mere warning to young stu¬ 

dents who might neglect the more tedious parts of their artistic educa¬ 

tion; for Reynolds goes on to show that what is generally called genius 

is merely a technical mastery greater than the average. In prehistoric 

times the genius was the man who first was able to imitate nature at all 

in crude pictures, and each succeeding approach to the ideal of art 

marks steps of genius. But once each step has been codified the "genius" 

becomes the property of all, and is no longer given the name. Hence 

there is a probability that everything which expresses apparent genius 

is merely an embodiment of rules which we may not yet understand. And 

thus it is that the proper formulation and application of rules will 

produce the most excellent possible artistic effects; the only condition 

of this achievement is natural intellectual ability and steady applica¬ 

tion to one*s labor, not some inexplicable spirit of "genius". 

Reynolds*s ideas on genius do not occur in vacuo any more than his 

other ideas. Paul Kaufman, in an article called Heralds of Original 

2 
Genius, traces this concept through a long development that reached 

one culminating form in the Neoclassic Age; its dual beginning in the 

* Reynolds, op. cit., pp. 44, 45 

^ Paxil Kaufman, Heralds of Original Genius, in Essays in Memory 

of Barrett “Wendell (Cambridge, 1926) 



Platonio "furor poeticus" and the rational Latin "genius" or "in- 

genium", which combined in seventeenth Century England to form a 

concept of innate wit in the largest sense, and which by the Eight¬ 

eenth Century is firmly established as a critical concept—that of 

an unpredictable efficacious spirit in man» Pope described it as 

a "master passion": 

"Nature its mother, habit is its nurse, 
Wit, spirit, faculties, but make it worse; 
Reason itself but gives it edge and power*" 

This "brave disorder" that can "snatch a grace beyond the reach of 

art" was valiantly championed by Addison too, who gave his opinion 

that "an imitation of the best authorities is not to be compared 

with a good original," And in 1759 Edward Young*s Conjectures on 

Original Composition developed the most complete and sweeping 

assertion which had so far appeared of the sovereignty of the 

natural untrained faculties, and the dangers to be feared from 

such slavish copying of masters as many critics urged, Reynolds 

himself admitted that youth "may be led away by great names, and 

too much subdued by overbearing authority"; even he did not trust 

too far what Young called "that meddling ape imitation." 

Thus Reynolds *s interest in the question of genius had its 

oooasion in the discussion which was continually waging around it, 

but his attitude marks a reaction from the one most widespread at 

his time. Contemporary writings show that as early as 1761—eight 

years before the First Discourse—a popular cult of genius was 



springing up among artists, a pre-romantic fashion of extreme indi¬ 

vidualism, to the great detriment of "labor-and application" among 

them. Reynolds, then, formulated his destructive analysis of genius 

not only in opposition to any abstract theory of nystical powers, 

but also against the actual individuals whom he recognized as fraud¬ 

ulent pretenders to the name of artist* 

At the end of his injunction to the students Reynolds advises 

them to adhere with all their power to the "higher excellences" of 

the grand style, although these excellences are more difficult of 

attainment than mere naturalism. The painter may not attain them 

perfectly, but he will at least have the satisfaction of knowing 

he is an "imperfect artist of the highest order.The grand style 

is the highest of all styles because it paints for all time; partic¬ 

ular art endures only so long as the particulars which it portrays 

are exemplified in nature. 

Aside from this aesthetic longevity, the advantages of the grand 

style over literal naturalism are to be found only in a consideration 

of the end and purpose of painting. For Reynolds, this aim and test 

of art is its effect on the imagination and the pleasure it affords 

the mind. This alone is to be noticed in a work of art by the general 

^ Reynolds, op. cit«, p. 60 

2 
Ibid, p. 58 
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spectator.^" Here the technically impressive Venetian school went 

astray. Though art is not a priori controlled hy reason (its only 

test being imaginative effect) nevertheless the beauty to be desired 

is intellectual. Ideas approved by good taste are general ones, and 

it follows that taste is fixed and unvarying, just as reason is, so 

that general appeal becomes the test of good art. 

This fact affords an opportunity for Reynolds to correlate the 

several arts, which, being all addressed to the imagination and the 

sensibility, are identical so far as differing sense-media will per¬ 

mit. Good taste is founded on the same principles for all arts, and 

the highest criticism in painting as elsewhere refers to an eternal 

and immutable nature of things; thus the arts are coordinated with 

one another and with human nature. % means of such a coordination 

art for Reynolds my even transcend a hedonistio aesthetics. "Be- 

ginning in taste" the finest art "may conolude in virtue." In this 

high province art "is not addressed to the gross senses, but to the 

desires of the mind, to that spark of divinity which we have within, 

impatient of being circumscribed and pent up by the -world which is 

about it. Just so much as our art has of this, just so much of dignity, 

I had almost said of divinity, it exhibits; and those of our artists who 

possessed this mark of distinction in the highest degree acquired from 

1 
Reynolds, op. cit., p. 221 

2 
Ibid, p. 155 
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thence the glorious appellation of Divine*"^ 

This aesthetic teleology is (it must be admitted) rather suggestive 

than explicit: and it may be merely ornamental—a piece of fine -writing 

designed to round off a theory somewhat less sublime; but the spirit of 

it is a unique one—it will not appear again in all the subsequent "con¬ 

victions of the supremacy of individual imagination and emotion over 

reason and taste, the rights of free original expression over the author¬ 

ity of traditional models and standards,..« The natural rights of the. 

individual self,..," whioh Kaufman distinguishes in the era to come* 

"A liej A lie I" and "Damnd Pool" wrote William Blake upon the margins 

of his copy of the Discourses; and across the title page: "This man was 
4 g 

Hired to Depress Art: this is the Opinion of Will BlakeParticular¬ 

ly did this most intense genius object to Sir Joshua*s assertion that the 

power of giving grandeur to a work of art comes not from unpredictable genius 

but from rules* Further continues Blake; "The contradictions in Reynolds's 

Discourses are strong presumptions that they are the work of several hands* 

But this is no proof that Reynolds did not write them* The man, either Painter 

or Philosopher, who learns or acquires all he knows from others must be 

* Reynolds, op. cit* p. 225 

^ Kaufman, loo. cit*, p. 193 

® Sir William Armstrong, Sir Joshua Reynolds,(London, 1900) p. 176 n., 

and Stanley Chase, ITazlitt as a Critic of Art, Publications of the Modem 

Language Association, Vol. 39 (1924) p. 129 
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full of contradictions.” Elsewhere he observes: "General knowledge 

is remote knowledge. It is in particulars that wisdom consists and 

happiness too. Both in art and in life general masses are as much 

art as a pasteboard man is human* Every man has eyes* nose* and 

mouth. This every idiot knows. But he who enters into and discrim¬ 

inates most minutely the manners and intentions, the characters in 

all their branches* is the alone wise or sensible man* and on this 

discrimination all art is founded."*’ 

Between Hazlitt and Blake there is a parallel* and a kindred 

spiritual exuberance; I think there can be little doubt that there 

is a profound relationship between the temperamental similarity of 

the two men and their similarity of belief. Hazlitt provides the 

most elaborate refutation ever accomplished of Reynolds*s system 

(he too saw inconsistencies therein); Blake was among the first to 

attack it. Their criticism is one of reaction of temperaments rather 

than of any broad Romantic revolt against neoclassic ideals; neither 

Blake nor Hazlitt oan be considered a good Romanticist in the full 

historical sense of the term; whereas Wordsworth, who certainly was 

a Romanticist if anybody was, actually quotes Sir Joshua as one of 

the patres canonici—on a minor point, to be store—in the Preface to 

Lyrical Ballads « 

One basis of opposition in both Blake and Hazlitt is an emotional 

^ Poems of Tfilliam Blake* Ed. IT. B. Yeats, (Modern Library) 

p. 252 



reaction against Reynolds's precise, polite, coldblooded abstraction 

in considering the great productions of artistic genius. This side 

of the Discourses which so affected them is brought out ' significantly, 

if perhaps from too hostile a viewpoint, in Sir Walter Armstrong's 

Life of Reynolds. In tracing the career of the great painter, Arm¬ 

strong remarks how utterly devoid he was of heartfelt zeal for any¬ 

thing whatever. ‘'Never do we find the least touch of exoited warmth 

in anything that he wrote or anything that he said. ViTith his well- 

wishers this was moderations with enemies, and with friends when 

they had been provoked, it was ooldness of heart. Moderation is a 

good low-water mark, but a bad high one.... He was imperturbably kind, 

judicial, and non-impulsive•..• To me it appears indisputable that 

Sir Joshua's heart was very hard, but his mind just... Reynolds dis¬ 

trusted genius; and from his own point of view he was right.... His 

path towards excellence was conscious, discriminative, judicial. Every 

step he took depended on the exercise of a deliberate choice. He felt 

no heats, driving him into particular expression in his own dispute. Just 

as by fairness of mind he produced the effeot of sympathy among his 

friends, so by unerring judgment he produces the effect of creation on 

us who value his art. He appears to me the supreme, if not the only, 

modern instance of a painter reaching greatness along a path every step 

of which was trodden deliberately....."^ 

1 
Armstrong, op. cit., pp. 152, 154 



We are brought nearer home when Armstrong applies this view of 

Reynolds *s personality to an interpretation of the Discourses them¬ 

selves, wherein "the whole drift»..«is towards the promotion of those 

forms of art which spring from and appeal directly and solely to the 

reason, over those which excite emotion by the expression of more or 

less sensuous ideas» I do not think it is putting the matter unfair¬ 

ly to say that Reynolds, the theorist, did all he oould to promote 

the belief that fine art is a question of teaching and good memory, 

like spelling»....• 

MHis aim was not to help the young men who hung upon his words in 

making the most of ary artistic faculties with whioh nature had endowed 

them, but to teaoh them how to produce imitations of the Carracci, at 

least, if they could not manage Raffaelle and Michelangelo..... 

"He was blinded»...by his system.... All his -theorising rests on 

the assumption that man had nothing more to discover, no new thoughts 

to express, no changed forms of civilisation to illustrate, no new be¬ 

liefs to insist upon» He takes one form of the world*s art wealth as 

it existed in his own day, and instead of attempting to discover the 

vitalising principle which ran through it all and brought it into line 

with its sister forms, marshals its mere external phenomena into rules 

to control the new generation, and prevent any future repetition of 

such free developments as those which make the glory of Greece and Italy. 

1 Armstrong, op. çit. pp. 180, 182, 183 



Undoubtedly this acoount somewhat exaggerates one aspect of the 

Discourses; but no one can deny that that aspect is there and that 

in it we may find one reason—-perhaps the principal one--why such 

minds as those of Blake and Hazlitt should be repelled by Sir Joshua 

end his theories# 

That there was in Hazlitt*s case a real temperamental antipathy, 

in addition to mere philosophical disagreement, is shown by many 

scattered remarks on Reynolds and the Reynolds--type, to be found 

throughout his writings# Frankest and fullest of all I have found ^ 

is a passage which occurs at the beginning of the Essay on Imagina¬ 

tion and Common Sense in the Plain Speaker» "I hate people” Hazlitb 

tells us, ”who have no notion of anything but generalities, and farms, 

and creeds, and naked propositions, even worse than I dislike -those 

who cannot for the soul of them arrive at the comprehension of an ab¬ 

stract idea# There are those (even among philosophers) who, deeming 

that all truth is contained within certain outlines and common topics, 

if you proceed to add colour or relief from individuality, protest#..— 

as if a knowledge or representation of things as they really exist#.. .was 

a proportionable departure from the truth# They stick to the table of 

contents, and never open the volume of the mind....# 

"lien act from individual impressions; and to know mankind, we should 

be acquainted with nature#..# Persons of the dry and husky class above 

spoken of often seem to think even nature herself an interloper on their 



flimsy theories* They prefer the shadows in Plato*s cave to the 

actual objects without it.""*- 

From this example, and from others which abound throughout the 

essaya, the basis of Hazlitt*3 position should be clear* ’.Then he 

calls Reynoldses ideas a “vague, equivocal theory", we may account 

for such a pronouncement on purely intellectual grounds; but only the 

fact that Hazlitt hates from the depths of his heart everything per¬ 

taining to "the dry and husky olass" above spoken of (he wo to a 

vigorous essay On the Pleasure of Hating) could cause him to cry 

"Bastard style of art" at Reynolds *s ideal, and deolare it an "impor¬ 

tunate theory of improving upon nature" which might improve indiffer- 
3 

ent nature but could only spoil the finest* Tfhon seen among the 

works of great masters, Reynolds*3 pictures look “old-womanish", etc.— 

"somewhere between the living and the dead*"1 2 3 4 5 6 Sir Joshua possessed 

neither high imagination nor strong feeling, "without which no painter 
C 

can become a poet in his art*"° Hazlitt remarks that the progress of 

art would not be materially changed if Sir Joshua had never lived—Sir 

Joshua, who "has supplied the industry of future plagiarists with no 

new materials." In speaking of one Collection Hazlitt praises its 

1 Hazlitt, Collected Works, Vol. VII, pp. 44-46 
2 Ibid, Vol. IX, p. 332 
3 Ibid, Vol. IX, p. 26 
4 Ibid, Vol. IX, p. 15 
5 Ibid, Vol. IX, p. 400 
6 Ibid, Vol. IX, p. 398 



Vandykes* He remarks that Reynolds is also represented by some 

portraits, and adds, quite unnecessarily, ’’there are people who 

persist in naming him and Vandyke in the same day*"* There i3 un¬ 

mistakable spite in thiss "Sir Joshua Reynolds constantly refers 

to Raphael as the highest example in modern times (at least with 

one exception) of the grand or ideal style*" Two more typical 

statements complete the picture* (l) "X look upon Sir Joshua as 

x - 

rather a spiteful man, and always though he could have little real 

feeling for the works of Michael Angelo or Raphael, which he ex- 

•T 

tolled so highly*(2) "Sir Joshua’s theory seems to rest on 

an inclined plane, and is always glad of an excuse to slide, from 

the severity of truth and nature, into the milder and more equable 

regions of insipidity and inanity*"4 

. Such passages as this indicate unmistakably that Eazlitt was 

not opposed to Reynolds on merely theoretical and philosophic grounds, 

but that he viewed Reynolds (to some extent unconsciously) as a ring¬ 

leader of that "dry and husky" troop of Platonic cave-dwellers to 

which he himself was of nature so absolutely opposed* Such little 

bursts of satire and sarcasm as we find throughout Hazlitt*3 essays 

reveal a deep emotionally determined viewpoint and basic antipathy 

* Hazlitt, Collected Works, Vol* IX, p* 61 

2 Ibid, Vol. IX, p. 379 

3 Ibid, Vol*. VII, p* 107 

4 Ibid, Vol. VI, p. 140 



■which is a far different thing from mere proof or disproof of specifio 

logical propositions. 

Ihis being Hazlitt*s general opinion of Reynolds and his like, it 

is not surprising to find that he takes up point by point the theories 

advanced in the discourses, and refutes each of them impartially. 

The first part of the attack^- is leveled at that thesis of the 

Discourses -which had so aroused the indignation of Blake: "That genius 

or invention consists chiefly in borrowing the ideas of others, or in 

using other men*s minds." On Genius and Originiality Hazlitt entitles 

his discussion, and he wastes little time in range-finding. ‘‘That 

genius either consists in, or is in any proportion to, the knowledge 

of what others have done, in any branch of art or scienoe, is a paradox 

which hardly admits serious refutation." Surely, "a work demonstrates 

genius exactly as it contains what is to be found nowhere else, or in 

proportion to what we add to the ideas of others from our own stores, 

and not to what we receive from them. It may oontain also what is to 

be found in other works, but it is not that which stamps it with the 

quality of genius." Genius, then, has nothing to do with copying: it 

2 
is simply the "power of original observation and invention." 

This being so, what can we say for Reynolds*s view, except that 

it "can only deter those who have genius from using it, and to make 

1 Hazlitt, Collected Works, Vol. XI, pp. 209 ff 

2 Ibid, Vol. XI, p. 210 
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those who are without genius, think they have it”; or how can we ex¬ 

plain his espousal of so absurd a view, except as an indireot apology 

for his own limitations of genius? Reynolds, it is true, obtained 

felicitous results from ‘•selecting and appropriating the beauties of 

the great artists who went before him”; but it is obvious that if 

every artist limited himself to the same principle, the result oould 

only be ”mediocrity and imbecility,”^* 

If Reynolds *s principles had always been followed, would not the 

world have lost Rembrandt, Rubens, Vandyke, Claude Lorraine, Hogarth, 

and every other great original creator in the realm of art? And not 

only that, but these same principles would explain away the two great 

oornerstones of art, nature and genius, into ”an unintelligible jargon 

of wordsSuch a theory cannot be true; it is rather "a lesson which 

a well-bred drawing-master might with great propriety repeat by rote to 

his pupils, but which a learned professor, whose object was to lead the 

aspiring mind to the heights of fame, ought not to have offered to the 

s youth of a nation,” 

Having thus sufficiently reduced Reynolds13 theory of genius, 

Hazlitt turns his fire upon a second of the eneity *s ramparts. On the 

Imitation of Nature he announces his theme, and proceeds to examine the 

idea ”that the great style in painting depends on leaving out the de- 

Hazlitt, Collected Works, Vol, XI, p, 212 

2 Ibid, Vol, XI, p. 214 

3 Ibid, Vol, XI, p. 212 



" tails of particular objects*1' 

He admits, to begin with, that art does not wholly consist in 

copying nature* This is one point, after all, at which Reynolds and 

ITazlitt can meet on common ground* But unfortunately, "Reynolds seems 

hence disposed to infer that the whole of art consists in not imitating 

individual nature* This is an error, and an error on the worst side*"*' 

Ho particular skill is required to leave out the details of individual 

nature* The mere absence of details is not necessary or sufficient to 

produce grandeur: if it were, there would be no difference aesthetical¬ 

ly between Raphael*s cartoons and the most common sign-painting* ITature 

contains large parts and small ones; masses and details; and the same 

may be said of the most perfect works of art, which unite in the utmost 

possible degree "general truth and effect with individual distinctness 

and accuracy*" On Reynolds*s theory, we should have to make slovenli¬ 

ness another name for genius; and the most unfinished performances 

2 
would of necessity be the best* 

So far, I believe, Hazlitt’s attack must be considered largely 

successful* TTe is not so fortunate in trying to orguiflg away Reynolds*s 

point that wax-works, which imitate nature most successfully, are neither 

. pleasing nor otherwise worthy to be called high art* should expect 

Hazlitt to reply with a development -on -Uis—ewn viowpoirvb- of what he meant 

Hazlitt, Collected horks, Vol* XI, p. 216 

2 Ibid, Vol. XI, p. 217 
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"by saying that art does not wholly oonsist of the imitation of nature* 

Hazlitt does develop this statement elsewhere—most interestingly—into 

his own theory of the Ideals bub when.he does, both Reynolds and the 

whole naturalistic squabble seem temporarily fbrgotten* "What Hazlitt 

does answer to Reynolds is merely that, first, wax-works very seldom 

look like naturej and, second, "they only produce the appearance of prom¬ 

inence and relief, by having it in reality—in which they are just the 

reverse of painting*"* This last is a dangerous statement for Hazlitt 

to make; for it might imply that painted perspectives and painted shadows 

are better art than the real ones which wax-works really possess and whioh 
\ i r • 

they must imperfectly represent; merely extend this idea into a general 

principle, and Reynolds could be right, after all* 

In the same essay (On the Imitation of Nature), Hazlitt turns his 

attention to what Reynolds has to say about portraits and historical 

painting* Here also, of course, he expresses disagreement, both to the 

notion "that the essence of portrait consists in giving the general 

character, rather than the individual likeness", and "that the essence 

of history consists in abstracting from individuality of character and 

expression as much as possible*" 

Portrait-painting, says Hazlitt, is only a form of biography; and 

the best portrait-painter, like the best biographer, will give "most of 

1 Hazlitt, Collected Works, Vol. XI, p. 219 



the peculiarities and details, -with most of the general character 

Of course, if we had to choose between the two, we ought to prefer 

the latter* "But they are so far from being incompatible with, that 

they are not without some difficlty distinguishable from each other." 

To give an example, "the common portrait of Oliver Cromwell would be 

less valuable and striking if the wart on the face were taken away* 

It corresponds with the general roughness and knottiness of the rest 

of the face;--or if considered merely as an accident, it operates as 

a kind of circumstantial evidenoe of the genuineness of the represen¬ 

tation*" 

As regards historical composition, as well as portrait, Hazlitt 

finds that Reynolds*s principal errors are the result of laok of pre¬ 

cision in the use of the terms general and particular* The applica¬ 

tion of both those terms differs widely when applied to different things 

yet Reynolds vises and reasons upon them as quite invariable* To the ex¬ 

pression "general character" (whioh is insisted on in portrait-painting) 

three distinct senses may be attaohed as applied to ideas or objects* 

First, "general character" may mean the aggregate appearance of a whole 

object, as opposed to the detail of its detached parts* Or else it may 

mean the generio qualities of an object, as distinct from the character¬ 

istics wherein it differs from the class of objects to whioh it belongs* 

1 
Hazlitt, Collected Works, Vol. XI, pp. 220-221 
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In this sens© the adjective general is "tantamount to abstract.” The 

third use is that of a sort of chronological abstraction: that is, 

■what is usual or common, a3 opposed to accidental exceptions to the 

ordinary course of nature. For instance, ”the general character of a 

faoe” means its most customary expression. Now, ”the details and 

peculiarities of a face are only inconsistent with abstraot ideas and 

not -with general or aggregate effects. By confounding the two things, 

Sir Joshua excludes the peculiarities and details not only from his 

historical composition, but from an enlarged view and comprehensive 

imitation of individual nature." 

The third and last of these essays in refutation of Reynolds is 

entitled On the Ideal; its object is to refute the notions "that beauty 

or ideal perfection consists in a central form", and "that to imitate 

nature is a very inferior objeot in art.” Hazlitt takes up the second 

of these propositions first; he reiterates his basio principle that art 

must of necessity build on nature; "the tree of knowledge lifbs its 

branches to the clouds, only as it has struck its roots deep in the 

earth.”* The human imagination in all its works is concerned only with 

what is concrete. We have seen that neither portrait nor history (which 

differ only as a narration of facts differs from a probable fiction) can 

2 
properly have abstraction as their essence. 

1 Hazlitt, Collected Works, Vol. XI, p. 223 

2 
Ibid, Vol. XI, p. 224 
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What then can we say for Sir Joshua’s "ideal” forms, which are 

merely "shadowy•...«made up of an abstraction of all others"? In 

themselves they can oontain -nothing; they strip nature of substance 

and accident, leaving her "decompounded, disembodied, vague...«seen 

through the misty veil of metaphysics, and covered with the same fog 

and haze of confusion." Where is the idealizing painter to stop in 

this tendency toward "the utmost verge of naked commonplace inanity"; 

where, in "the easy downhill pass of effeminate, unmeaning insipidity"?^ 

On Reynolds’s view, what need could there be, anyway, for poetry and 

painting? the mere name or definition of an ideal form would be 

superior to its most striking representation; the catalogue of a 

pioture would be greater artistically—because more "ideal"—than the 

original work. One circumstance alone recommends this absurd principle: 

there is no possibility of any one’s failing who may attempt this "in¬ 

fallible principle of not imitating nature." 

It is obvious that sometimes in these essays of refutation Hazlitt 

is not entirely fair either to the spirit or the letter of the Dis¬ 

courses. Suoh arguments as the ones I have summarized are witty and 

they are effective—terribly so; but, all witticisms aside, no one can 

truthfully say that Sir Joshua (whom Hazlitt, at soberer moments, thought 

one of the three greatest English painters, along with Wilson and Hogarth) 

ever espoused, directly or indirectly, any "infallible principle of not 

1 Hazlitt, Collected Works, Vol.XI, p. 225 
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imitating nature»" It is true that the Discourses aimed in the direction 

■which Hazlitt so ridicules; but Reynolds tempers this extreme» He stops 

before taking the last fatal step; so that the Discourses oontain incon¬ 

sistencies, perhaps, and doubtful passages, but when fairly presented 

they are not ridiculous* Hazlitt, in understating Reynolds*s case, sets 

up his straw men and then nobly knocks them down again; we are impressed 

by this feat of arms until we notice that such flimsy foemen would be 

•utterly incapable of standing on their own legs, anyway, ®ut straw men 

or no straw men, Hazlitt lays about him with fury and gusto • He adduces 

historical evidence to support his view of the case; he heaps scorn on 

all Reynolds has said, and on some things Reynolds would never have said; 

and he makes an undoubtedly valid point in showing that our ideas of 

beauty are not determined by abstraction of usual or customary forms» 

The rose and the lily among flowers are more beautiful than the more 

common daisy; the swan than the crow; Englishmen prefer the Greek to the 

African type of face, although è‘our own inclines to the latter»" The 

beauty which Hazlitt does recognize as genuine he discusses elsewhere; 

it is mechanistio and formal; it "does not consist in a medium, but in 

gradation or harmony," ^ 

Another type of article written to disprove the principle of the 

Discourses may be considered free from the fallacy of understating the 

1 
Hazlitt, Collected Works, Vol» XI, p» 463 



enemy’s case. Here Hazlitt, by the old sic et non method, shows how 

Reynolds may he refuted out of his own mouth. With great ingenuity 

he pairs off, sentence-for-eentenee, statement after statement (all 

from, the Discourses themselves) in inreeoncilable conflict 

"You must have no dependence on your own genius”, Reynolds had 

said; hut thirteen pages further we find him admitting that Antonio 

Caracci, who had no genius hut copied unflaggingly tin hest masters, 

really fell short of achieving great art. "Could we teach taste or 

genius by rules, they would he no longer taste or genius." And else¬ 

where Reynolds observes, "A man can bring home wares only in proportion 

to the capital with which he goes to market." Hazlitt remarks: "Sir 

Joshua’s good sense pointed out to him the truth in the individual 

instance, though he might he led astray by a vague general theory." 

Another example of inconsistency Hazlitt finds in the Sixth Dis¬ 

course, where Reynolds starts out to prove that genius is the child 

of imitation of others, and after arguing for a page proves not this 

but that genius is the effect of close observation and experience in 

portraying nature. 

In the Fifth Discourse we read: "Keep your principal attention 

fixed upon the higher excellencies *. ....you may be very imperfect, but 

still you are an imperfect artist of the highest order." Bub in the 

1 
Hazlitt, Collected Works, Vol. VI, pp. 122-145 



Seventh Discourse this is entirely reversed: "Indeed perfection in an 

inferior style of art may be reasonably preferred to mediocrity in the 

highest walks of art*" And later, speaking in praise of Gansborough, 

Sir Joshua adds: "Yfe have the sanction of all mankind in preferring 

genius in a lower rank of art, to feebleness and insipidity in the 

highest*" 

The idea of beauty in a "middle form" also involves Reynolds in 

difficulties which Hazlitt does not leave unexposed* In the Third 

Discourse Reynolds had insisted, characteristically enough, that "per¬ 

fect beauty in any species must combine all the characters which are 

beautiful in that species*" But elsewhere we find him very deliberate¬ 

ly tearing suoh an opinion to pieces* Not all excellences can be com¬ 

bined: rather the union of contrary excellences in a single figure 

must have results either "monstrous" or "insipid", by taking away its 

"marked character" and "expression*" To use his own example, "Pliny....» 

observes that in a statue of Paris, by Euphranor, you might distinguish*.• 

the dignity of a Judge of the Goddesses, the Lover of Helen, and the 

Conqueror of Achilles* A statue in which you endeavor to unite stately 

dignity, youthful elegance, and stern valour, must surely possess none 

of these to any eminent degree*" 

Several other inconsistencies which Hazlitt sets forth are less 

obvious* He concludes that the theory laid down in the Discourses is 

both inconsistent and aesthetically inadequate; Reynolds could not in 

justice entitle it "a plain and honest method*" 

It is a significant fact that two of the sets of inconsistencies 



listed by Hazlitt are not in reality inconsistent. The first pair of 

statements is as follows: 

(1) ”Painting is ....in many points of view and strictly speaking, 

no imitation at all of external nature.” 

(2) ’’Nature is and must be the fountain which alone is inexhausti¬ 

ble; and from which all excellences must originally flow.” 

The second also concerns itself with nature: 

(1) ”Mind predominates over matter, by contracting into one whole 

what nature has made multifarious»” 

(2) The ignorant will prefer “neatness, high finishing, and gaudy 

coloring” in a work of art to ”the truth, simplicity, and unity of 

nature♦" Here Hazlitt remarks, ”Before, neatness and high finishing 

were supposed to belong exclusively to the littleness of nature, but 

here truth, simplicity, and unity are her characteristics.” 

It seems clear to me that these two apparent contradictions are 

the result not of contradictory currents in Reynolds’s thought, but of 

the fact that there are two highly differentiated (sometimes almost con¬ 

tradictory) meanings which may be attached to the word nature. 

The first possible use of the term is that of nature as an idea, 

not a particular thing or act. In this sense Aristotle’s doctrine of 

mimesis is a distinctly idealistio conception, in which music becomes 

the most imitative of all the arts because it is most fluid and most 

completely governed by the laws of unity, proportion, and symmetry* 

The implications and subsequent history of this concept are pointed out 
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by John TT, Draper in an article called Aristotelian Mimesis in Eight» 

eenth Century England»^ The Eighteenth Century, says Draper, inherited 

from the preceding century an interpretation of mimesis as literal "im¬ 

itation" rather than as the expression of an idea or principle; and 

since Homer and Vergil give a perfect system of "nature methodiz’d", 

the idea of literal imitation was extended to inolude the abstracts 

from the world made by the ancients» The Poetics was much reverenced 

and little read; even Dr. Johnson, in his Dictionary, fails to give any 

definition of imitation which approaches the Aristotelian» But although 

the interpretation of Aristotle caused trouble for the theorists of the 

time, there is in Reynolds’s Discourses as elsewhere an independent in¬ 

terpretation of "nature" which in the long run restores what is prac¬ 

tically the pristine meaning (at least on Draper’s interpretation) of 

the mimetio principle» For Reynolds has said that only the general idea 

can properly be called nature; that specific nature is a misapplication 

of terms; that deformity is not nature but a deviation from nature; that 

nature is not only objective but subjective—a statement which differs 

only metaphysically from Aristotle» In this sense nature is the "eternal 

and immutable nature of things»"^ 

In the alternative view, nature is the world of actual objects—the 

specifio nature which is Reynolds’s "misapplication of terms." But des- 

^ Modern Language Association Publications, Vol» 36 (1921) p* 372 

2 
Reynolds, Discourses, p» 208 



pit© his opinion of this less classic use of the term, Reynolds does 

speak of ’’nature” in exactly this sense many times, generally leaving 

distinctions of sense to be supplied by the context* Hazlitt evident¬ 

ly did not recognize this latter usage in Reynolds; else he would have 

seen that the two doubtful examples of inconsistency which he thought 

he saw in the Discourses do not in reality contain any contradictory 

statements, and that the apparent contradiction arises only from this 

undistinguished double use of the term nature* 

Hazlitt himself uses the term only in its second, more spe cifio 

sense* ”By nature we mean actually existing nature, or some one object 

in rerum natura, not an idea of nature existing solely in the mind, got 

from an indefinite number of different objects, but which was never yet 

embodied in an individual instance.”^ 

"While this changed usage—-or rather emphasis—in the term nature is 

highly characteristic of Hazlitt*s own personality and personal bias, 

it may also reflect the changed emphasis which had developed in the age 

separating the two writers* George Brandss phrases it conveniently: 

"Naturalism, as an intellectual tendency in England, makes its appear¬ 

ance in "Wordsworth in the form of love of all external phenomena of 

nature, a habit of storing up natural impressionsand a little later 

he adds, ”With him as its representative, it strays for a moment into 

1 Hazlitt, Collected Works, Vol* IX, pp* 331-32 
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a blind alley, that of uninspired imitation of nature*""*' Haziitfc*s 

naturalism, too, is beyond doubt "uninspired” from a quasi-Platonic 

standpoint such as Reynolds exemplifies* 

Only in this general shift of emphasis to concrete detail, a 

giving of higher dignity to all “external phenomena of nature", is 

there any o lear parallel in Hazlitt to the main current of Romantio 

criticism* The more specifically we consider different points in 

Hazlitt*s criticism, the less typical they appear* Any reader( upon 

analyzing the. "works, must (I think) come to the conclusion that the 

Preface to Lyrical Ballads is—disregarding difficulties due to the 

difference of artistic media critioized—nearer in tone, in phraseol¬ 

ogy, and in dogma to Reynolds *s Discourses than it is to such a paper 

as Hazlitt*s Essay on the Elgin Marbles* For the Preface like the 

Discourses confronts us with such ideas as the following 

"The Poet «...converses with general nature*" 

"For our continual influxes of feeling are modified and directed by 

our thoughts which are indeed the representatives of our past feelings; 

and, as by contemplating the relations of these general representations 

to each other, we discover what is really important to men, so, ty the 

repetition and continuance of this act, our feelings will be connected 

with important subjects, till at length, if we be originally possessed 

1 George Brandes, Main Currents in Nineteenth Century Literature, 

(London, 1906) Vol* IV, p. 365 



of muoh sensibility, such habits of mind will be produced, that, by 

obeying blindly and mechanically the impulses of those habits, we 

shall describe objects, and utter sentiments, of such a nature, and 

in such connection with each other, that the understanding of the 

Reader must necessarily be in some degree enlightened and his affec¬ 

tions strengthened and purified»" ^his passage echoes David Hartley's 

theory of the Association of Ideas, which, first set forth in 1749, 

may also underly the psychology of Reynolds's Ideal» At all events, 

it affords on example of Wordsworth*s physiologioal interests» Haz- 

litt, much more scientifically inclined, admits indeed the fact $f 

association of ideas-- 

A—r B—»• C ===== A—» C 

but denies the physiological mechanism adduced by Hartley or the valid¬ 

ity of the association—theory to explain all phenomena»* --To continue 

with Wordsworth's paralleling of the Discourses: 

"Poetry is the most philosophic of all writingj.»»its object is 

truth, not individual and local, but general, and operative; not stand¬ 

ing upon external testimony, but carried alive into the heart by passion; 

truth which is its own testimony, which gives competence and confidence 

to the tribunal to which it appeals, and receives them from the same 

tribunal* Poetry is the image of man and nature»” 

1 
Hazlitt, Collected Works, Vol» VII, p. 434 ff. 



50 

•'Poetry.« • «takes its origin from emotion recolleoted in tranquility.” 

Thus while both Wordsworth and Hazlitt emphasize what Wordsworth 

liked to call ”flesh and blood”, the fact remains that the two theorists 

are worlds apart in the spirit and even the letter of their desire— 

Wordsworth to express primarily general truth common to all human species; 

Hazlitt to record specific fact, for what purpose there may be doubt (thi^ 

discussion must come later) but at least not, emphatically not, "in spite 

of the difference of soil and climate, of language and manners, of laws 

and customs, in spite of things gone silently out of mind, and things 

violently destroyed”, to bind together "by passion and knowledge the vast 

empire of human society, as it is spread over the whole earth, and over 

all time", which is Wordsworth*s avowed ideal. 

Kindred evidence that Hazlitt*s attitude will not fit neatly into 

any orthodox Romantic scheme of things is adduced by the fact that he 

goes out of his way to attack in various critioal writings the Platonism, 

the exotioism, the extravagance, that are so deeply rooted in Wordsworth 

and Coleridge; he critioizes the "spouting, oracular, didactic figure"’*’ 

of Byron; he gently ridicules the "bubbles" of speculation and fancy that 

2 
rise from the ephemeral "levity" of Shelley; Keats’s Endymion is "very 

delightful ••••but there is nothing tangible in it, nothing marked or 

palpable."1 2 3 It is ny idea that Hazlitt’s character and his consequent 

1 Hazlitt, Collected Works, Vol. VII, p. 64 

2 Ibid, Vol. VI, pp. 148-9 

3 Ibid, Vol. VI, pp. 254-5 
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Ideas are not notably determined by his epoch; they would not have been 

fundamentally different, whatever the period in which he lived* 

To put in brief, then, Hazlitt's idea of pure simple naturalism, and 

the relation of this idea to his reaction from the neoolassio Reynolds, 

we may say that he disagreed with Reynolds*s idea of a hon-naturalistie 

ideal simply because (as he demonstrates) nobody can well paint an abstrac¬ 

tion: but this disagreement related fundamentally to a temperamental 

antipathy toward everything abstract, inconorete, indefinite* Thus Haz¬ 

litt's deep-seated naturalism and his violent reaction from Reynolds's 

Discourses amount fundamentally to the same thing* 

But Hazlitt's criticism of the fine arts is more than a criticism 

of Reynolds* Having (cum grano salis) destroyed Reynolds's system—and 

even while destroying it—he develops an alternative system to take its 

place* This development which Haztitt accomplishes can be reviewed as 

predetermined by his reaction from Reynolds only if we consider tlis re¬ 

action more fundamental a phenomenon than the temperamental set which 

produced it* At all events, the result is the same* Hazlitt doe3 not 

like Reynolds's methodology—that of improving upon nature (nature in 

the concrete use of the term); hence the method he does defend must ob¬ 

viously be its reverse—that of transcribing specific nature, to the 

best of the artist's ability, just as it may be found* The ideal of 

r 
Reynolds, then, is exemplified in the superhuman form of Michalangelo; 
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that of Hazlitt in the mm'human coloring of Titian* 

How, because of the -very fact that Hazlitt does not limit his 

criticism to a mere negation such as "Do not alter nature", a cleavage 

develops in his theory as a whole* Hazlitt*s enthusiastically teeming 

mind is satisfied only when it too has ereoted a solid artistic edifice 

on the ruins of what it has destroyed; it too must raise up a theory of 

the Ideal* Still, negativistio naturalism such as Hazlitt often ex¬ 

presses will admit of no further consistent development except in tech¬ 

nical matters, and in these Hazlitt is not particularly interested* 

Hence when he says "Transcribe natural objects in every detail as they 

actually exist", he cannot elaborate this statement without either falling 

into pleonasm or else withdrawing to some extent from his naturalistic 

extreme* The dilemma is a sharply defined one; and it will be interest¬ 

ing to watch how in his fuller development of an artistic methodology 

Hazlitt, beginning at the extreme of naturalism, is led finally into the 

elaboration of a theory of the ideal which is indeed different from that 

of Sir Joshua, but which circumvents ary simple transcription of nature 

as thoroughly as do the Discourses themselves* 

We have already noticed Hazlitt*s postulate that the great schools 

of art differ only in the objects they represent, not at all in the mode 

of representation* Such a tenet, besides being wrong on the face of it, 

comes dangerously close to that delimitation of genius which Blake and 

Hazlitt and Sir Walter Armstrong found so distasteful—that the varying 
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•works of genius might he analyzed to so simple a common basis that any 

one with the necessary industry might accomplish similar results. But 

only in this one passage quoted does Hazlitt drive naturalism into so cut- 

and-dried a form. Generally, he admits and emphasizes the important dif¬ 

ferences brought about by the varied aspects of genius, both personal and 

national. "Titian....represents objects not through a merely luoid medium, 

but as if tinged with a golden light— "In Raphael all our natural 

sensibilities are heightened and refined by the sentiments of faith and 

hope, pointing mysteriously to the interests of another world.”** — 

"Rembrandt might be said to have created a medium of his own, through ' " 

which he saw all objects."® In a word, "whatever is genuine in art must 

proceed from the impulse of nature and individual genius." The latter 

phrase is significant as a corrective to the extreme objective terms in 

which Hazlitt so often expressed his naturalism—an extreme which we can¬ 

not accept literally as a final statement, if any approach to coherence 

is to be preserved in his theory. 

But aside from considerations necessitated by differences of genius 

and—perhaps—of milieu, Hazlitt*3 idea of the duty of the artist toward 

nature is indeed a radical one. For in the first place, all nature is 

worthy of being represented in art, however "mean or trivial" it be: thus 

1 Hazlitt, Collected Works, Vol. IX, p. 384 

2 Ibid, Vol. IX, p. 382 

3 Ibid, Vol. IX, p. 388 



Hazlitt can say, "If a picture is admirable in its kind, we do not give 

ourselves muoh trouble about the subject."^ And second, nothing should 

be represented which is not found in nature—each image should have "a 

tally»...«in some object in nature." As a consequence of this strict 

dependence of art on nature, "the only way in which art can rise to 

greater dignity or excellence is by finding out models of greater dignity 

or excellence in nature." The finest natural objects constitute "the 

stint and limit of what is best in art; for art can only barrow from 

nature still? and, moreover, must borrow entire objects,- for bits only 

g 
make patches." Hazlitt*3 theory does not reduce art to the level of 

what is termed "low or common life"? on the contrary the variety of 

nature enables it to rise to "any point", however high, of "beauty or 

sublimity"—but (the qualification is never lacking)—"but it rises only 

as nature rises exalted with it too.... The Dubch landscapes were the 

best they could paint? they had no other landscapes or faces before them.. 

Yet who is not alarmed at a Venus by Rembrandt?.... Nature is always 

truth? at its best, it is beauty and sublimity as well."4 

Thus for the finest art the painter must select a3 models only the 

finest nature obtainable for the expression of his preconceived idea. 

"Suppose a good hea-vy Dutch face (we speak by the proverb)—this, you 

^ Hazlitt, Collected Works, 

2 Ibid, Vol. IX, p. 337 

3 Ibid, Vol. IX, p. 336 

4 Ibid, Vol. IX, p. 338 



will say, is gross; but it is not gross enough. You have an idea of 

something grosser, that is, you have seen something grosser and must 

seek for it again* Tdxen you meet with it, and have stamped it on the 

canvas, or carved it out of the block, this is the true ideal, namely, 

that which answers to and satisfies a preconceived idea, not that which 

is made out of an abstract idea, and answers to nothing."* 

Aside from the probable impracticability of such a method for the 

actual production of works of art, and aside from its evident limitations 

aesthetically (for what would become on -this principle of, for instance, 

Goya*s Capprichos, or the overwhelming unearthliness of the Col & ssus? ) 

there presents itself a third difficulty—-if fine art depends on the 

selection of fine nature as a model, this will imply an inequality in 

the fineness of nature, and in consequence the fundamental test of the 

finest art oease3 to be striot naturalism but some different unnamed qual¬ 

ity which, being found both in fine nature and in the fine art imitated 

from that nature, is fundamentally responsible for the excellence of 

both. As soon as the existence of any such quality is admitted, natural¬ 

ism must logically cease to be the most important consideration in a 

theory of art. Eazlitt too has a theory of the Ideal. 

He begins his discussion with the old notion—"As to the ideal form, 

1 
Hazlitt, Collected Works, Vol. IX, p. 339 
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we contend that it is nothing but a selection of fine nature, such as it 

was seen by the ancient Greek soulptors • • • • «the selection of a particular 

form which expresses most completely the idea of a given character or 

quality, as of beauty, strength, activity, voluptuousness, etc*, and __ 

which preserves that character with the greatest consistency throughout•"* 

The same idea is expressed, with shift of emphasis, a few pages following: 

’’This is the true ideal, namely, that which answers to and satisfies a 

preconceived idea, not that which is made out of an abstract idea, and 

2 S 
answers to nothing#" /"In the Elgin Marbles, the most eminent example of 

ideal form, we see demonstrated the. ideal as purely constituted by a 

selection of the finest nature# 

It is when Hazlitt turns to analyze the substance of the ideal more 

closely that he begins to throw in jeopardy his pristine naturalistic doc¬ 

trine* For the ideal answers primarily not to the model in nature, but to 

a preconceived idea: it is not only a selection, as Hazlitt originally 

would have it, but it is also an effect, psychologically determined* In 

the long run, the production of such an effect must be the object and the 

criterion of all selection from nature# 

The ideal form is not to be found at any middle-point, as Reynolds 

had believed; it lies rather in extremes; "or", explains Hazlitt, "it is 

carrying any idea as far as it will go*.... There is no difference in 

Hazlitt, Collected 7forks, Vol* IX, pp* 330-331 

Ibid, Vol. IX, p. 339 



philosophical reasoning, between the mode of art here insisted on, and 

the ideal regularity of such figures as the Apollo, the Hercules, the 

Mercury, the Venus, eto* All these are, as it were, personifications, 

essences, abstractions, of certain qualities of virtue in human nature, 

not of human nature in general, which would make nonsense*"* 

"The ideal is the abstraction of anything from all the circumstances 

that weaken its effect, or lessen our admiration of it", writes Hazlitt 

elsewhere (and we are surprised to find how glibly that much-scorned word 

"abstraction" slips from his pen); he continues, "Or it is filling up the 

outline of truth or beauty, existing in the mind, so as to leave nothing 

2 
wanting or to desire farther*" He distinguishes a sense of pleasure or 

"satisfaction" whioh arises in the mind at the contemplation of any 

"quality or excellence diffused over the whole of an abject"; the mental 

response to any such quality consists of an attempt to heighten this 

pleasurable effect, to prolong and extend the satisfaction to the ut¬ 

most possible degree; but when the quality is already diffused over the 

whole of an object there is no necessity for such an effort, and satis¬ 

faction is ready-made for him who thus comprehends in his mind the ex¬ 

treme of the quality expressed* "Another name for the ideal is the 

divine; for, what we imagine of the gods is pleasure without pain- 

power without effort." In Hazlitt*s ideal, then, it is qualities and 

not natural genera which are sharply differentiated, and in the abstrac- 

* Hazlitt, Collected borks, Vol. IX, pp. 339-340 

2 
Ibid, Vol. IX, p. 429 
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tion of these qualities there must he "nothing -wanting or to desire 

farther"; the same character must be stamped on eaoh part of every 

figure» "Suppose a dimple in the chin to be a mark of voluptuous¬ 

ness; then the Venus should have a dimple in the chin; and she has 

one."^ 

To sum up—"A thing is not more perfect by becoming something 

else, but by being more itself» The ideal is the enhancing and ex¬ 

panding an idea from the satisfaction -we take in it; or it is taking 

away whatever divides, and adding whatever increases our sympathy 

with pleasure and pain *till our content is absolute*, or at the 

O 

height»" The only restriction whioh Hazlitt plaoes upon this crea¬ 

tion of the ideal—the carrying of an idea as far as it will go- 

lies in the faot that the idea must not be carried so far as to offend 

probability» "For that which is extreme and ideal in one species is 

nothing, if by being pushed too far, it is merged in another»" In 

other words, the idea is to be carried to the utmost extreme possible 

so long as the objects portrayed remain recognizable for what they are. 

"TSThat then becomes of the pretended middle form?" asks Hazlitt» Could 

one not ask what then becomes of naturalism? 

I should consider this theory of the ideal (despite its difficulties )~ 

this notion of "carrying an idea as far as it will go"—the most nearly 

^ Hazlitt, Collected Tforks, Vol. IX, p» 341 

2 Ibid, Vol. IX, pp. 430-31 



convincing and aesthetically most fertile portion of Hazlitt*s art- 

criticism* It represents, to be sure, a sizeable retreat ftrom ex¬ 

treme naturalism. For although Hazlitt first discusses the ideal 

(in the paper On the Elgin Marbles) as a mere selection of the finest 

nature possible, we find that in his development of the theory he 

comes to agree with Reynolds on two very important points, wherein 

the ideal comes to be practically equivalent to the grand style* 

First he removes the ideal to the mental realm—it is, he says, con¬ 

cerned with "filling up the outline of truth or beauty existing In 

the mind*" The second point is equally consistent with the Discourses: 

namely, that the creation of the ideal necessitates "taking away what¬ 

ever divides, and adding whatever increases" the aesthetio effect (how¬ 

ever that effect may be conceived)* These two propositions reduce to 

the same significance—the ideal style in painting is not intrinsically 

a literal copying of external nature, or, as Reynolds expressed it, 

"Painting is fundamentally no imitation at all of external nature." 

Let us imagine (for didactic purposes) that Hazlitt is painting a 

"historical" composition in which Venus shall be a principal figure* 

True to his naturalistic gospel (and he never ceases to preach it) he 

has searched all London—all England—for a model to represent the 

goddess* At last he finds one who in every feature, every lineament, 

is the express embodiment of graoe, voluptuousness, charm—that is, 

in every respect but one* she has, alas I no dimple in the chin* But 

a dimple, as Hazlitt himself has supposed, is "a sign of voluptuousness" 



and without a dimple the ideal cannot he achieved—the idea of volup¬ 

tuousness cannot be carried as far as it will go, In this dilemma, 

Hazlitt is confronted with a delicate question: Shall the Venus in 

the pioture be represented with a dimple? He has ascertained by the 

impeccable method of complete enumeration that no model more nearly 

perfect can be found, I think we know how Hazlitt would solve that 

dilemma, nCopy..«,from the same model, the best in all its parts you 

can get, so. that if you have to alter, you may alter as little as pos¬ 

sible, and retain nearly the whole semblance of nature,An unmis¬ 

takable dispensation is this, and certainly no inconsequential one. 

There is not a shadow of doubt that Hazlitt would improve upon nature: 

he would paint in that dimple. 

But what then can we say of naturalism as Hazlitt originally used 

the term? —of every image having a strict prototype in the world of 

natural objects?-—of the best in nature being the stint and limit of 

the best in art?—of nothing being able to please that is not found in 

nature?—of art being "destitute of value or meaning without truth of 

imitation? If a painter*s concept of the Venus is so infallible that 

he can correct without hesitation the model that actually exists in 

nature, why should he bother to search all through England to find some 

imperfect prototype in nature to be the subject of his correction? — 

Rhetorical questions, these. 

Hazlitt, Collected Works, Vol. IV, p, 335 



"We see that when Hazlitt discusses the highest phases of art, 

the distinctions of artistic method he has set between himself- and 

Reynolds are so thoroughly broken down that never again can the 

firm wall of strict naturalism be raised on the doubtful boundaries. 

For when Hazlitt begins to admit—even to advise—the filling-in of 

significant details (apparently from the imagination, from precon¬ 

ceptions, from every sort of synthesis toward the ideal formed by 

memory and intellect) and the omitting without compunction of non¬ 

significant details (details which actually exist in external naturel) 

there remains between the methods of the two theorists a very tenuous 

distinction indeed—a real one of emphasis and degree, perhaps, but 

still rather subjective than actually existing in the essentials of 

methodology employed. 

That ideal and natural are in a measure inconsistent,Hazlitt gives 

us no hint of recognizing; both concepts are used concomitantly through¬ 

out his artistic criticism—though naturalism is by all odds the favorite 

topic In his mood of opposition Hazlitt is a naturalist; when he for¬ 

gets hostility for real theory-building the ideal is uppermost in his 

mind. There is, indeed, what might pass for an unconscious reconcilia¬ 

tion of the two warring elements in the first of the Leotures on the 

English Poets. I shall discuss this later; but in the whole range of 

Hazlitt*s criticism of the fine arts there is apparent no effort at 

compromise, at reconciliation—or even, for that matter, at conscious 

opposition—of the two conceptions. 



"While the methodology of the ideal "brings Eazlitt olose to Rey¬ 

nolds, the aesthetic psychology implied therein establishes onoe for 

all a fundamental and unqualified opposition. Reynolds^ theory of 

the fine arts had implied a basis that almost approaches the Platonic. 

If we accept the Discourses, we must assume that in aesthetics as 

elsewhere natural data are associated on entirely objective criteria— 

the same as those employed by, say, the biologist and the physicist. 

Row, both Eazlitt and Reynolds subscribe to a simple hedonistic 

aesthetios. According to Reynolds, the mind is pleased by recogniz¬ 

ing the prototype of a species. The highest possible appeal to the 

intellect—a general appeal—results in the noblest possible artistlo 

effect. On the other hand, Eazlitt denies the possibility of central 

forms such as Reynolds conceived them. Since this is so, and since 

the ideal for Eazlitt rests in the extreme rather than in the typical, 

we may conolude that generic consideration of classification are not 

properly aesthetio considerations, but that the artist of genius will 

combine and synthesize those extreme details which call up a similar 

idea or emotional response, and that aesthetic pleasure is a corollaiy 

of the fact that the combination of those subjectively related objects 

will produce a single intense idea or response, satisfying a precon¬ 

ceived idea, and tending wto heighten, to prolong, or extend that satis¬ 

faction to the utmost.” 

In other words, the pleasurable idea for Reynolds is that of the 



abstract species, the customary or average; his rather vague "beauty” 

is little more (so fax as I can determine, or Hazlitt, either) than 

the quality of being typical and abstract; it lies in average physi¬ 

cal form. Hazlitt, on the other hand, finds pleasure not in a gener¬ 

alization but in a specific departure from the norm—a specific quality 

”as of beauty, strength, activity, voluptuousness, etc.”* which can be 

sfchq^exemplified in one certain object, single or compound, in the na¬ 

tural world. The difficulty which develops between Hazlitt*s natural¬ 

ism and his theory of the ideal is a bad one; but this is in a large 

measure compensated for by the aesthetio value of his theory of the 

ideal. His recognition of the freedom of the artist to produce the 

most intense possible effect even at the expense of actual truth to 

nature renders of little worth all the earnest exhortations (and 

there are hundreds of them) to literal and minute truth in copying 

nature: but of the two alternatives the latter seems in all respects 

the less valuable—that is, if we are going to assign to Hazlitt*s 

theory any significance at all other than that of mere historical 

data. 

Finally it is on a basis of this theory of the ideal—not in a 

naive naturalism, where he has decidedly the worst of it—that Haz¬ 

litt stands on firm ground in his opposition of something definite 

and intense to the abstractedness and impersonal cogitation which 

so infuriated him in that compendium of "dry and husky" dogma, the 

1 
Hazlitt, Collected Works, Vol. IX, p. 331 



Discourses of Sir Joshua Reynolds* 

In all Hazlitt*s enumeration of qualities suoh as may be used 

to evoke the ideal, it is only beauty to which he gives eny sem¬ 

blance of analysis, and that without much show of thoroughness* 

Like Aristotle before him, he displays a tendency toward the mechan¬ 

istic and formal in his analysis* Aristotle had said, "In every¬ 

thing that Is beautiful, whether it be a living creature or any 

organism composed of parts, these parts must not only be well ar¬ 

ranged but must also have a certain magnitude of their own; for 

beauty consists in magnitude and arrangement*" He added (and here 

is a point where both Reynolds and Hazlitb agree with him unreserved¬ 

ly) that the criterion of beauty implies the synthesis, out of these 

parts, of "the effeot of a single whole*"'*’ Hazlitt in his own theory 

of beauty is concerned with this synthesis and arrangement without 

bothering himself (even if the idea had ever occurred to him) with 

the extremely simple (and really supererogatory) point concerning 

magnitudes* As to how the effect of beauty may be produced in art, 

he is vague, contenting himself with analogies and a priori general¬ 

izations* "There is a harmony of colours and a harmony of sounds, 

unquestionably: why then there should be all this squeamishness about 

admitting an original harmony of forms as the principle of beauty and 

1 
Aristotle, Poetics, 711 



One condition of source of pleasure there we cannot understand» 

beauty is# of course, "a conformity to custom”. The reason for this 

fact, says Hazlitt# is that “an abrupt transition shocks" the eye; 

art must not run obviously counter to the customary vorld in which 

it is to be appreciated; but in the. absolute view of the case “there 

is a conformity (or correspondence) of colours, sounds, lines# among 

themselves which is soft and pleasing for the same reason» The 

average or customary form merely determines what is natural» A 

thing cannot please# unless it is to be found in naturei but that 

which is natural is most pleasing, according as it has other proper¬ 

ties which in themselves please  Judging by analogy, a grada- 
\ 

tion or symmetry of form must affect the mind in the same manner as 

a gradation of recurrence at given intervals.of tones or sound»" 

This formalistio suggestion in Hazlitt strikes a fresh note in his 

system: modern theorizers speculate about beauty from a standpoint 

not dissimilar# and delimit it with kinesthetic sensations and mathe¬ 

matical formulae» But so strict and bloodless an approach transcends 

the limits of Hazlitt*s sphere: he is content to suggest that mechan¬ 

ical gradation of form may create beauty—*' and*'# he concludes some¬ 

what hastily, “if it does so in fact, we need not inquire further for 

the principle»" 

Here is concluded the discussion of everything which from my own 

1 Hazlitt, Collected Works, Vol. IX, p. 345 



66 

viewpoint seems most significant in Hazlitt*s theory of art* Other 

points must still he treated of before this discussion can be called 

complete: but they must be in the nature of an epilogue* Let us quit 

Hazlitt*s criticism of art with a summary which he himself formulated 

in the Essay on the Elgin Marbles « X believe, says Hazlitt, and the 

Elgin Marbles demonstrate :^ 

(1) That art is (first and last) the imitation of nature*. 

(2) That the highest art is the imitation of -the finest nature * *... 

(3) That the ideal is only the selecting a particular form which 

expresses most completely the idea of a given character or quality...* 

(4) That the historical is nature in action* Tïith regard to the 

face, it is expression* 

(5) That grandeur oonsists in connecting a number of parts into a 

whole, and not in leaving out parts* 

(6) That*..beauty is the principle of affinity between different 

forms, or rather gradual conversion into each other**.• 

(7) That grace is the beautiful or harmonious in what relates to 

position or motion* 

(8) That grandeur of motion is unity of motion* 

(9) That strength is the giving of the extremes, softness, the 

uniting them* 

(10) That truth is to a certain degree beauty and grandeur, since 

all things are connected, and all things modify one another in nature**.* 

1 Hazlitt, Collected Works, Vol. IX, p. 331 



The question of gusto is treated here only because it is develop¬ 

ed as important in an article entitled Hazlitt as & Critio of Art» by 

Stanley P* Chase'*’—an artiole from which I have derived much valuable 

aid in the preparation of this paper* 

Chase is interested in proving that the bipartite theory of Hazlitb 

is significant as foreshadowing similar developments in Nineteenth Cen¬ 

tury art* Both Hazlitt's ideal and his naturalism may be traced, he 

points out, in the Pre-Raphaelite movement (which had its beginning 

about twenty years after Hazlitt*s death); the naturalism again makes 

itself manifest in ’’the genre painting of the French sohool, in the 

peasant studies of Millet, in the prevailing realism of so much late 

2 
British and American painting*” 

There is one school of painting, however, which is not easily 

to be related either to Hazlitt*s ideal or to his idea of nature; 

this is the School of the Impressionists* And in an effort to make 

Hazlitt godfather also to Manet and his successors, Chase adduoes this 

doctrine of gusto, Ilero is what he says: ’’Not withstanding the em¬ 

pirical nature of his theory of art, Hazlitt is not, at bottom, a 

realist* This will be clear from his treatment of what he calls 

'«gusto”, to him the crowning quality of great art*,,** To use a less 

■*• Publications of the Modern Language Association, 39 (1924) p. 179 

2 Ibid, p. 199 



fantastic vrord» we may say, I thinlc that Hazlitt means simply •in¬ 

tensity*, with the corollary that in painting this intensity results 

in the excitation of more senses than that to which the primary ap¬ 

peal is made*" 

It seems to me that this statement is largely a mistaken one* 

Hazlitt could not well have considered any quality of "gusto" the 

crowning quality of art* In the first place, he himself fails to 

mention any such principle in the summary which I have transcribed 

a page or so back* and in no other passage have I been able to find 

a reference to gusto as "crowning principle", or, to use another ex¬ 

pression by Chase, "the condition of grandeur in art»" Y/e have 

noticed that Hazlitt never tires of repeating and reemphasizing a 

favorite idea: it thus seems strange that the question of gusto, 

if an important one,received in all of Ilazlitt*s writings only a 

fraction more than three pages! This is in a little essay publish¬ 

ed (1816) in the hound Table* Elsewhere I should judge that (on a 

liberal estimate) the word gusto is used not more than twenty times* 

It is not a favorite one with nazlitt* 

If we examine this short essay On Gusto, we find indeed that on 

this one occasion the quality is spoken of in most enthusiastic terms 

It is defined from many viewpoints and in a great variety of applica¬ 

tions* The whole essay is, in fact, a series of definitions—all of 

this word—which in the end leave tho meaning of the tom for ITazlitt 

even more in doubt than ever* To reproduce a few points: "Gusto in 



There is a gusto in art is power or passion defining any object»».» 

the coloring of Titian» Hot only do his heads seem ,to think—-his 

bodies seem to feel» •••• The blood circulates here and there, the 

blue veins just appear, the rest is distinguished throughout only by 

that sort of tingling sensation to the eye, which the body feels with¬ 

in itself* This is gusto”, and it leaves ”a sting behind it in the 

mind of the spectator»" 

"Gusto in painting is where the impression made on one sense ex¬ 

cites by affinity those of another»»*» The gusto of Ilichael Angelo 

consists in expressing energy of will»».» Correggio*s in expressing 

exquisite sensibility»».» Rubens has...gusto...in all that expresses 

motion*••• Rembrandt has it in everything; everything in his pictures 

has a tangible character»... » 

"The gusto in Greek statues is of a very singular kind* T^e 

sense of perfeot form nearly occupies the whole mind, and hardly 

suffers it to dwell on any other feeling» 1 

"Milton has great gusto* He repeats his blows twice; grapples 

with and exhausts his subject» His imagination has a double relish 

of its objects, an inveterate attachment to the things he describes, 

and to the words describing them."'*' 

In this essay, we see "gusto" defined after three main fashions: 

first, a quality of sympatly in the artist with his subject (lacking 

1 Hazlitt, Collected Works, Vol. I, pp. 77-80 
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this sympathy, says Kazlitt, even Claude Lorraine failed to imbue 

his landscapes with gusto); second, an extreme naturalistic quality 

in the picture itself; and third (and most important) a quality of 

reaction in which the sensory response is intense, involving synes¬ 

thesia and related sensory overflows. 

If we turn to casual occurrences of the word elsewhere, we shall 

find that there too it has a variety of uses. Most of the examples 

use gusto as a quality of the work of art; so Ilazlitt says that in 

Guido*s St. John Praying in the Wilderness, although the principal 

figure is the color of brick-dust, we yet find fulness of "graoe and 

gusto";^ and again, ”Correctness of finishing and a greatness of 

gusto in design are compatible with, and set off each other."2 In 

other cases, the psychological sense is apparent; on viewing Titian*s 

"Diana and Actaeon", we find that ”a gusto, a rich taste of color is 

left upon the eye as if it were the palate, and the diapason of 

picturesque harmony is full to overflowing."® And in the Essay on 

Gusto he speaks of this quality in Titian* s Aotaeon Hunting: "The 

winds seemed to sing through the rustling branches of the trees, and 

already you might hear the twanging of bows resound through the tangled 

mazes of the wood." The same principle of intensity is to be noticed 

^ Hazlitt, Collected Tiorks, Vol. DC, p. 26 

2 Ibid, Yol. IX, p. 12 

3 Ibid, Vol. IX, p. 33 
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in Hazlitt *s criticisms even "when the word gusto is not mentioned» 

In Poussin*s "Plague of Athens", "the very buildings seem stiff 'with 

horror"*--and references to sound and smell and touch occur frequently 

throughout Eeynolds*s artistic critioism» 

The word is sometimes used without reference to works of art or 

the response to them: "To have an indecent daub hanging up in one 

oorner of the room" is no proof of "liberality of gusto", or " a con- 

siderable progress in virtu»" Here obviously gusto is equivalent 

to our mere customary taste» 

I think it evident that Hazlitt*s use of the word gusto is not 

such that it could form any important or even coherent part of his 

artistic theory» ’^hen Hazlitt attributes gusto to a picture, it is 

probable that the word is merely a sign of deeply pleasurable appre¬ 

ciation of some quality (and Hazlitt could enjoy many sorts of qual¬ 

ities) in the pioture. It is an appreciative epithet, and further 

than this, I do not see how the term can consistently bear any kind 

of denotation» 

But even intensity of feeling or reaction (whatever its names I 

think Hazlitt would call it a phase of the ideal) can hardly bear the 

strain of historical significance which Chase puts upon it in correlat¬ 

ing it with Impressionism» For the basic principle of the Impressionist 

^ Hazlitt, Collected Vorks, Vol» IX, p» 384 

2 Ibid, Vol» IX, p. 14 



School is surely not that of intensity of reaction. They, like Reynolds, 

rely on an abstraction, hut not of form: for them light and color alone 

are important. To follow Mother*s History of Modern Paintingfrom Manet 

to Monet Impressionism is a matter of atmosphere, of unmixed colors de¬ 

signed to give the effect of open air rather than darker interiors; 

figures that were introduced as significant patches of color. That Haz- 

litt, had he seen examples of the Impressionist School, would have recog¬ 

nized in them offshoots of his own artistio theory seems hardly probable. 

It is significant that he criticises Turner as painting pictures that 

are "too much abstractions of aerial perspective, and representations 

not so properly of the objects of nature as the medium t hrough which they 

are seen." 

I believe that Chase*3 whole coordination of Hazlitt*s criticism 

with later artistio developments rests on doubtful foundations. Hazlitt 

is no pioneer, no voice crying in the wilderness: he travels the old 

highways, and with never-flagging penetration of mind he points out 

hitherto unnoticed features of the landscapes en route. He shows the 

old maps to be full of distortions and flaws. But he conquers no new 

worlds. 

It would be interesting to determine just how many great painters 

of the Nineteenth Century ever read Hazlitt; and, even more interesting, 

Mother, The History of Modern Painting, (London, 1907) Vol. Ill, 

Chap. XXXI 

^ Hazlitt, Collected VTorks, Vol. I, p. 76 n 



how many of those that read him modeled their artistio style from 

the Essay on the Elgin Marbles» The list would certainly not be a 

large one» To a writer whose artistic interests and purposes were 

so broad as Hazlitt*s, it was unlikely that the later development 

of art--however it turned—should not display parallels with some 

of these interests» That the naturalism of Hazlltt and the natural¬ 

ism of the French genre painters were to some extent related to the 

same ’’tendencies of a scientific century which gained its chief illu¬ 

mination from the patient study of carefully observed facts’’-*- there 

is little reason to doubt» But further than this we cannot go with 

safety: too much evidence tends to show that Hazlitt*3 theories 

were no typical part of any one movement» and that so far as they 

can be historically related their interest is directed toward the 

past rather than into new realms yet unexplored» 

At the beginning of this paper it was stated that Hazlitt*s 

criticism of art bears a close relation to his critical principles 

as a whole» I am not prepared to give ary extended demonstration 

of this fact? I shall rather point out certain parallels to the 

criticism of art» both from Hazlitt*s literary Criticism and from 

his papers on ethical theory» 

1 
Chase» loc» oit», p. 198 
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Let us take, as a literary instance, the Characters of Shakespeare *s 

Plays, which dates from 1817* In its Preface we immediately discover 

striking parallels; the whole object of the series, says Hazlitt, is to 

show the consistent naturalness with which Shakespeare created his great 

characters*^ Hazlitt quotes admiring Sohlegel*s encomium of Shakespeare*s 

naturalistic character-portrayal; and he attacks Johnson for the latter*s 

somewhat less favorable aocount* ”Johnson*s understanding dealt only in 

round numbers: the fractions were lost upon him. He reduced everything 

to the common standard of common propriety; to him an excess of beauty 

was a fault*..* he saw only.*.«the average forms of things, not their 

striking differences—their classes, not their degrees.” Johnson, says 

Hazlitt, would make criticism a sort of Procrustes-bed for genius "where 

he might cut down imagination to matter-of-fact, regulate the passions 

according to reason, and translate the whole into logical diagrams*..». 

He in fact found the general species or didaotio form in Shakespeare*s 

characters-, which was all he sought or cared for; he did not find the 

individual traits*” But Shakespeare*s descriptions are "identical with 

2 
the things themselves, seen through the fine medium of passion*” 

Equally apposite a passage is to be found in the article on 

Cymbeline, whose characters "are represented with great truth and aocuracy; 

• ••• in the casting of the different parts, and their relation to one an- 

* Hazlitt, Collected ^orks, Vol* I, p* 171 

2 Ibid, Vol. I, pp. 174-176 
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other, there is an affinity and harmony, like what we may observe in 

the gradations of color in a picture," Shakespeare*s plays "have the 

force of things upon the mind," He "did not think it necessary to im¬ 

prove upon the truth of nature,"^ And of the description of the hunt 

in A Midsumner Night*s Dream, Hazlitt exclaims, "Even Titian never 

made a hunting piece of a gusto so fresh and lusty, and so near the 

2 
first ages of the world, as this," In a word, "Shakespeare*s mastery 

over his subject, if it was not art, wa3 owing to a knowledge of the 

connecting links of the passions, and their effects upon the mind, still 

more wonderful than any systematic adherence to rules, that anticipated 

and outdid all the efforts of the most refined art, not inspired and 

rendered instinotive by genius," 

In the same way Hazlitt interprets Chaucer and Webster and Milton, 

The literary criticism in general is not so theoretical in nature as that 

on the fine arts; but there is one paper therein which even adds some¬ 

what to the principles enunciated in the artistic criticism. It is the 

first of the Lectures on the English Poets, and treats of "Poetry in 

General," 

Into this poetlo criticism the concept of the ideal is carried with¬ 

out significant change, "The poetical impression of every object is that 

^ Hazlitt, Collected Works, Vol, I, p, 186 

2 Ibid, Vol. I, p, 221 

3 Ibid, Vol. I, p. 260 
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uneasy, exquisite sense of "beauty , or power that oannot be contained 

within itself; that is impatient of all limit; that (as flame bends 

to flame) strives to link itself to some other image of kindred 

beauty or grandeur; to enshrine itself, as it were, in the highest 

form of fancy, and to relieve the aching sense of pleasure by ex¬ 

pressing it in the boldest manner, and by the most striking examples 

of the same quality in other instances *"1 On the other hand, natural¬ 

ism is not sacrificed; rather what poetry imitates must be considered 

a real part of nature* “Let the naturalist, if he will, catch the 

glow-worm, carry it home with him in a box, and find it next morning 

nothing but a little grey worm; let the poet or the lover of poetry 

visit it at evening, when beneath the scented hawthorn and the 

cresoent moon it has built itself a palace of emerald light* This 

2 
is one part of nature, one appearance which the glow-worm represents*" 

Thus, though for Hazlitt painting is imaginatively inferior to 

poetry, his criticism of poetry suggests a compromise and reconcilia¬ 

tion between his "nature** and his "ideal"—not by selecting the ideal 

from fine nature, but (somewhat as Reynolds had done) by making the 

ideal a part of a larger view of nature—another aspect of the same 

existent world* "Poetry is the universal language which the heart 

holds with nature and itself."® Of course, this does not close the 

^ Hazlitt, Collected "Works, Vol* V, p* 3 

2 Ibid, Vol. V, p. 9 

3 Ibid, Vol. V, p. 1 



cleavage in Hazlitt*s art-criticism; but it furnishes a drawbridge 

over whioh (we may imagine) his mind could sometimes slip, without 

violating the laws of gravitation, from one steep side to the other* 

Hazlitt*s ethical writings are principally directed against the 

theory of Utilitarianism, then flourishing in its first fine bloom. 

It is easy to foresee that he will oppose Bentham*s rational compu¬ 

tation of the greatest happiness for the greatest number as vehement¬ 

ly as he opposed Reynolds*s rationalistic approach to genius and to 

art* Hazlitt is in ethics an avowed aentimentalist; his position is 

made clear in a dialogue entitled ”The Hew School of Reform.” In this 

dialogue (wherein as a matter of course the Sentimentalist does nearly 

all the talking) Hazlitt finds means to denounce in no uncertain terms 

all that Bentham and his school of thought stood for; and not least 

their rationalistic disparagement of "poetry, painting, music*" — 

"Their tastes and understandings are too strongly braced to endure 

any but the most unpalatable truths and the bitterest ingredients* 

Their benefits are extracted by the Caesarian operation* Their happi¬ 

ness, in short, is that — which will never be*”* At least, it could 

never be for Hazlitt* “Besides ny automatic existence, I have another, 

a sentimental one, which must be nourished and supplied with proper 

food* This end the mere circumstance of practical or real utility 

2 
does not answer, and therefore is so far good for nothing*" He places 

1 Hazlitt, Collected Works, Vol* VII, pp* 184-185 

2 Ibid, Vol. VII, p. 192 
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"the heart at the center" of his moral system, with "the senses end 

the understanding" as its two extremities* And he tells the Ration¬ 

alist, "You leave nothing t>ut..»dry, formal calculation of the un¬ 

derstanding* •••• Is this enough? Is man a mere animal, or a mere 

machine for philosophic experiments?*...* And is it not better that 

truth and nature should speak this imperfect but heartfelt language, 

than be entirely dumb?"^ In the end the Rationalist retires sullen 

and properly disconcerted, leaving Hazlitt and Sentiment in full 

possession of the Held* 

A closer relation of Hazlitt*s Sentimental ethics to his theory 

of the fine arts is seen in the paper "On Reason and Imagination", 

wherein Hazlitt examines extreme rationalism from a significant view¬ 

point—that of the specific world of natural objeots to which it must 

in the long run adapt itself* "Truth does not lie in vacuo, any more 

than in a well* We must improve our concrete experience of persons 

and things into the contemplation of general rules end principles; but 

without being grounded in individual facts and feelings we shall end 
2 

as we began, in ignoranoe*" 

It is on the specific instance, not the general proposition, that 

human beings must act* That passion which represents man*s reaction 

to the detail of experience is Hhe essence, the chief ingredient of 

1 Hazlitt, Collected Works, Vol. VII, p. 194 
2 Ibid, Vol. VII, p. 46 
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moral truth." Hence to negleot such detail is "to misconstrue reason, 

and fly in the face of nature.The individual detail, the circum¬ 

stance, is the ethical unit: abstraction kills. If, for instance, . 

the Slave Trade be under discussion it is clear that "an infinite 

number of lumps of sugar put into Mr. Bentham*s artificial ethical 

scales would never weigh against the pounds of human flesh, or drops 
g 

of human blood, that are sacrificed to produce them." 

And not only is this attention to specific detail the sole 

ethical support consistent with human nature, but it is intrinsically 

a safer and firmer one. A thing represents its kind better than all 

the words or definitions of it: from the extremes we may infer the 

means, but we cannot ftom the means infer the extremes in any case. 

Moreover, acts and concrete existances are "stubborn things"; they 

8re not so soon distorted by prejudice to "any form we please" as 

mere abstract principles.® 

Thus Hazlitt bases his ethical views on a familiar principle: 

"Our feeling of general humanity is at once an aggregate of a thou¬ 

sand different truths, and it is also the stone truth a thousand times 

told. Moral and poetical truth is like expression in a picture—the 

one is not to be attained by smearing over a large canvas, nor the 

^ Hazlitt, Collected “Works, Vol. VII, pp. 46-47 

2 Ibid, Vol. VII, p. 50 

3 Ibid, Vol. VII, p. 52 
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other by bestriding a vague topic»"^ 

We find then in Hazlitt*s literary and ethical criticism not only 

a parallel to his theoiy of art but something mores the first suggests 

some degree and manner of synthesis for the two great divergent phases 

of Hazlitt*s criticism of art, and the latter, to an equally imperfect 

extent, yields for this critioism the suggestion of an artistio teleology. 

All things considered, it seems clear that Hazlitt*s criticism of the 

fine arts represents one phase of an intensive and unique temperament: a 

temperament that resented all ’'dry and Husky" probers into the unfathomed 

nature and unconditioned works of genius, and insisted rather with Blake, 

"One law for the lion and ox is oppression"; a temperament that exalted 

to the utmost the specific world of things and the specific reaction of 

the human brain to that world* This temperament bears certain general 

characteristics of the age in which it lived, and it opposed the general 

characteristics which had not_ably marked the age preceding, but histor¬ 

ically it refuses to fit into any larger general current, We recognize 

something vaguely "romantic" in Hazlitt*s doctrine of the intense and the 

extreme, and in the temperament of which the doctrine was a phase* In 

this sense Kazlitt is indeed a Romanticist; Jonathan Swift is equally so. 

1 
Hazlitt, Collected VJorks, Vol* VII, p, 55 



As for Hazlitt*s criticism of Reynolds, I conclude that it is 

not wholly successful, even though Hazlitt*s revision of the theoreti¬ 

cal "ideal" deserves to stand. For although he successfully drives 

the lîeoclassic "ideal” into the eternal perdition of a quibbling mean¬ 

ingless IVeissnichtwo, his own aesthetics finds compensatory trouble in 

soaring from the miry tenacious—shall we say— Duck-puddle of "unin¬ 

spired" naturalism. This, of course, raises the question of how con¬ 

sistent a philosophic theory we should ever expect from a writer of 

many comparatively brief essays on an infinite variety of subjects: a 

question to which I certainly can give no confident answer. 

But at all events, Hazlitb*s criticism of the fine arts, if it will 

not hold together logically, has an obvious principle of unity in Haz- 

litt*s own sentimental set and bias. He obtained intense pleasure from 

a host of objects—from the best of nature, or from nature as a whole, 

from the many manifestations of the human mind and heart, and from the 

rarer lightnings of unprediotabie genius* All these things he incorpo¬ 

rated into a criticism of art. 

Thus this theory is at once very broad and very narrow—too broad, 

because Hazlitt included all these things as basic and irreducible 

principles in what ought to be (at least for the convenience of sub¬ 

sequent glossators) a single aesthetio criterion; and too narrow, be¬ 

cause a theory containing so many conditions of excellence could never 
1 ! 

be satisfied—thoxogh Titian comes nearest filling the need. This is 

the reason why so much of Hazlitt*s criticism is in the nature of an 



opposition to some other theory; it even come3 near opposing itself* 

Hazlitt does not afford a method which the student of the fine 

arts can follow for the actual production of great works; neither 

does he yield us a complete or consistent theory of aesthetics* The 

value of his criticism of the fine arts lies rather in the striking 

insight it offers into his own intense thought and reactions a 

significant manifestation of his many sided genius* 
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