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- What Is
- Strictly Personal. By W. Somerset

. ' By DESMOND

HIS is a'weu-wfitteri, truth-
ful account of what
Mr. Somerset Maugham

observed, endured, and did
from the outbreak of war up to his
departure for ‘America.- (* There
did not seem much for me to do in
England.”) But his talents, his
fame, his shrewdness, and—to use
a perhaps slightly -unexpected
word—his passion, -~ might, he
thought, be of service to his country

[1in America. -, - -
Propaganda is the nafural war-
work of the elderly author, but few
j| of _them: are fitted for it. Reputa-
tion, literary skill, enthusiasm are
not enough. The effective propa-
gandist must also he one whose
Imagination is habituated to seeing
‘“the other man’s ”’ point of view,
and (this may be very important in
making converts) doing so without
feeling morally superior.. Behind
and within him, of course, must lie
a hard core of conviction. Now
these are qualities which have
helped to make Mr. Maugham a

remarkable portrayer of character
in his stories.

Although the title of this book
suggests that it is autobiographical
and personal rather than public in
its focus, the words ‘‘strictly
private” apply to about three-
quarters of it. The latter part was
obw_oqsly written with an eye to
leading public opinion in America
over. {0 our now (thank Heaven!)
common cause. This part is a con-
tinuation of the work he under-
took at the request of the Ministry
of Information during the first year
of the war. It was to describe
In a series of articles for the
English public the- French. war
effort; also to investigate how the
French looked - upon the British
contribution and “ how. the popu-
lation and the French army. were
getting on with the B.EF.” These
articles, when collected, had a very
large circulation. They were as
truthful as was consistent with
political prudence. 'In the course
of - investigation Mr. Maugham |
discovered a number of disquieting
symptams . which at the time
1t would, have been highly im-
prudent to -make public. .For|
example,- that Gamelin and his|
chief of staff; General George, were
barely on speaking terms, and that
the French thought that the British ‘
were not taking the war seriously|

enough. They were exasperated |
to think that whereas all French- |
men between. twenty and forty-
five were.mobilised, Britain was
only {raining those in the early|
twenties. The difficulty of equin-
ping more was not present to their
minds, so the spiteful slander that
the British were prepared to fight
to the last Frenchman began to he
current once'more. That could not|
be said then in print; nor would it
have helped to describe such an|
example of French selfishness as|
the conduct of a holder of a vitally
important patent who charged so

The Short Story
‘The Modern Short Story. By H. E.
Bates. (Nelson 7s.6d.) -

Mr. Bates is enamoured of the
short story. He writes of it super-
latively, in the sense both of writ-
ing of it in' terms of superlatives
and superlatively well. . He claims
for it the highest rank as an inter-
preter of the modern mood and|
temper in the realm of creative art,
and feels that it has displaced the
novel as the principal form of con-
temporary imaginative literature.
It is not so much.that his geese -are
swans, for his judgment in the
matter of individual storieg (of
which he is- himself an eminent
practitioner) is in _the maln
reliable, as that he will have it
that his swan is an eagle.

His knowledge of the historical
development of the short story. i1s|
extensive and detailed; his grasp
of its main lines of progress is
sure; and his sympathies are
generally catholic. But he finds
that Maugham and Conrad do not
carry forward its development.
Hardy wrote with an intolerable
heaviness of style. Galsworthy
and Bennett maintained *“ in their
best work a° sound tradition of
realistic craftsmanship,” but at the
same time did no more than carry
forward * into the new world the
cooled and now unmalleable tradi-
tions of the old.” They did not,
like Joyce, “ threaten the orderly
business of the day with a charge
of dynamite; or the complacent
patient, as L.awrence did, with a
hypodermic injection of disturbing|
virulence.” It is to writers like
these, to Katherine Mansfieid and|
the early work of A. E. Coppard,
to V. S. Pritchett and Leslie Hal-
ward, that the l’l_s}'lori; story, in Mr.
Bates’s opiniorf, owes its present
momegtum, so far, that is. as it
owes anything at all to the British
and Imperial tradition. '

It is an important-qualification,
for the*short story, as Mr. Bates
traces its brief history, is a foreign
plant, bedded abroad, invigorated
with alien water. It began with
Poe, an- American, and Gogol, a
Russian. It reached perhaps its
highest achievement in Tchehov,
Tolstoy (Mr. Bates thinks “ The
Death of Ivan Ilyitch” as fine a
tale as any ‘ever written), and
Maupassant. It has sprung intio a
new splendour ‘in the present
American renaissance, .which hasj
discovered regionalism,.and come]|
into late flower even in our own
country. . ' '

Crime Fiction
Again Percival Wilde shows him-!
self a-skilled and original crafts-j
man. °‘ Design for Murder ” (Gol-
lancz. 7s. 6d.) is an American
murder story written, turn and
turn about, by the principal char-
acters: rich folk, with tangled
marriages and emotions, who, with
little or no description, grow -into
distinct creatures. The plot.starts
with a “murder-game,” an old
devige, but the manner of its tell-
ing easily weighs down the 'scales.|
The detection is left to the reader,|
with a confession (but not a con-|
ventional confession) to prove him |
right or wrong. : - ‘
.- Jonathan Sté’ége, another|
American star lately risen, seems
to have settled down to employing
‘kindly Dr. Westgate (with preco-
cious daughter to give invaluable|
if unconscious aid) as narrator
and, in a sense, sleuth. In “ Call a
Hearse ” (Michael Joseph..8s.) a
pretty patient admits her ferror of
a haunting. taxi; the doctor -and
others see her death; and she is but
one of a irio similarly menaced. 1t
is difficult perhaps to regard the
principal plot as realistic, and the
characters are -rather shadowy;
but there is plenty of excitement,
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