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INTRODUCTION
"Strong writers are those who, with every 
reserve of power, seek no exhibition of 
strength" - Waiter Raleigh* (1)

At the 188th annual commencement exercises of
Princeton University, June 18, 1955, Agnes Repplier
was awarded the honorary degree of Doctor of letters.
Dean Eisenhart, in introducing Miss Repplier, called
her, "dean of American essayists." In the course of
his introductory Speech he stated*,

American literature has been permanently 
enriched by her Gallio gaiety; her kindly 
humor, her keen thrusts of satire, trenchant 
but without venom, her good taste and
innate sense for the amenities of life and
letters, her rich store of reading, her 
anchorage in ancient loyalties of faith.
Not indifferent to counter-currents and 
points of friction in the world of today, 
she has been able to forget the vexations 
and humiliations of the present in a 
serener study of the mighty past* (2)

The purpose of the following work is to examine 
the critical essays of Miss Repplier. Although Miss 
Repplier has written several charming novels and bits 
of poetry, it is in the field of the critical essay
in which we read her at her best*

In the course of this examination a short 
explanation and history of the essay is included for 
the better understanding of Miss Repplier's works, 
for this is the tradition that she has in large part 
so ably continued.
1, Walter Raleigh, Style, p.115*
2. Dean Eisenhart, "Commonweal", 82:241 (Je 28, 1955)



The word ’style*, as usod in this paper, designates 
the various mechanics and characteristics of a literary 
work by which we may judge that work to he good or had. 
Hence an analysis of Miss Supplier's style is an 
analysis of her writings and their worth.

Mias Repplier*s Gatholio education gave her an 
insight into many matters frequently unknown or 
misunderstood by non-Catholic writers while her 
unlimited reading gave her a firm footing beyond the 
boundaries of her religion.

Life, to Miss Repplier» while immensely worth 
living, is neither a pleasure nor a calamity - "It is 
a grave affair with which we are charged and which we 
must conduct and terminate with honour" - and she 
insists that there is something worse than death and 
something "better than human life and love".

In the preface to her volume "A Happy Half Oentury"
the essayist comments upon her work;

I have filled my canvas with trivial things, 
with intimate details, with what now seems 
the insignificant aspects of life. But the 
insignificant aspects of life concern us 
mightily while we live; and it is by their 
help that we understand the insignificant 
people who are sometimes reckoned of 
importance* A hundred years ago many men 
and women were reckoned of importance, at 
whose claiias their sucee&jrs today smile 
scornfully. Yet they and their work were 
woven into the tissue of things, into the 
warp and woof of social conditions, into the 
literary history of .England. An hour is not 
too precious to waste upon them, however 
feeble their pretensions. Perhaps some idle 
reader in the future will do as much for us, (2)

2. Agnes Repplier, A Happy Half Oentury, Preface.



And indeed an hour la "not too precious" to "waste" 
upon the works of Miss Agnes Repplier. fhe reader of 
her works will he well rewarded in the pleasure of such 
effort for here indeed we find a "strong writer".



CHAPTHH I
TEH S3SAY

In beginning the study of any group of essays it 
is necessary to understand first what is meant by the 
term ’’essay"* Because of the wide application of the 
term, it is diffioult to arrive at a satisfactory 
definition; however, if one thinks of the works of 
famous essayists such as Bacon, Addison, and Lamb the 
term immediately becomes clearer.

In "A Handbook to Literature" by Thrall and 
Hibbard the following definition is given, "A moderately 
brief prose discussion of a restricted topic."

This is a very general definition and covers all
the different essay types. Thrall and Hibbard also
state that:

Hor oan a wholly acceptable classification 
of essay types be made...one useful division 
can be made; formal and informal essays.
The informal essay, sometimes called the 
true essay, includes moderately brief 
aphoristic essays like Bacon’s, periodical 
essays like Addison's and personal essays 
like Lamb's, Qualities which make an essay 
"informal" include; the personal element 
(self-revelation, individual tastes and 
experiences, confidential manner) humor, 
graceful style, rambling structure, freshness 
of form, freedom from stiffness and affection, 
incomplete or tentative treatment of topic. (1)

The term 'essay' was first used by Montaigne in 
1580 in his published "Hasais". The word designated 
"a short prose discussion". This aoes not mean, however,

1. William Plint Thrall, and Addison Hibbard, A 
Handbook to Literature, p. 162.



that Montaigne was the first to use this method of 
writing* Sister M. Eleanore, C.3.C., in her hook on 
the literary essay, writes;

Though the essay as a distinot literary form
dates only from Montaigne, it has a most 
worthy ancestry, traceable hack to classical 
antiquity. Though Socrates left no hooks we 
may read his speeches in the "Memorabilia” 
of Xenophon. Speeches in essay form are to 
he found among the .rit lags of the Sophists, 
and the characters of Thucydides spoke nothing 
less than essays. The Bible, especially in 
Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Wisdom, has 
essays on poverty, riches, and friendship 
which forecast the modern species, (2)

One might include the letter essays of Cicero, the 
"Orations” of Demosthenes, the "Dissertations” of 
Epictitus, the "Meditations” of Marcus Aurelius, the 
letters and treatises of Dante, Caxton’s "Prefaces”, 
Chaucer’s "Tale of Melihius”, and Sydney’s "Apology for 
Poetry”,

Bacon is considered by most critics to be the first 
English essayist. In 1597, Francis Bacon, then a young 
lawyer in the service of the queen, published a small 
volume entitled "Essays3. Religious Meditations.
Places of Perswasion and Dlsswaaion”# This was his first 
collection of aphoristic essays, fie borrowed his title 
"hssayes" from Montaigne, An enlarged edition of this 
work was published in 1597 which included twenty-eight 
chapters; and in 1625 a new collection of his essays

2, Sister M. .leanere, C.S.C., The literary Essay In 
English, pp. 15-16.



was printed which included fifty-etgfet chapters#
In the thirty-five years which elapsed between the

completion of Bacon’s work and the Restoration, several
writers followed Bacon; others were predominately
inspired By ^ontaigne. This group of writers which
included Owen i‘1eltham (Resolves; Divine, Moral,
Political, air# 1620; a second part in 1628), and Sir
Thomas Brown (Religio Medial, written about 1635»
published in 1642), wrote at a time when the essay as
a type was undergoing a marked eclipse of its earlier
popularity. Part of this eclipse was due to the
superior attractiveness of the 'character'; part in the
absorption of the ablest minds of the period in the
political and religious controversies which preceded and
accompanied the Civil dar# It was not until the
Restoration that essay-writing again assumed its place
of prominence#

Bryan and Crane point out that;
The man who most successfully cultivated the 
familiar essay in the period after the 
Restoration was Abraham Cowley (1618-1667). 
Cowley brought to the writing of essays not 
only a mind stored with the best classical 
learning of the day and a sensibility made 
delicate by long practice as a poet but also 
a somewhat extensive experience in active 
affairs ....During the l^st four or five 
years of his life, he amused himself by 
composing at intervals a number of short 
prose essays, each concluding with one or 
more verse translations from his favorite 
Roman poets. In them he dwelt on the 
superior advantages of liberty over 
dependence, of obscurity over greatness, of 
agriculture over business, and of a quiet 
life of reflection in the country over a



crowded existence in city or court - all in 
a familiar style, enlivened by illustrations
from his own experience end from the 
accumulated wisdom of ancient moralists and 
poets. (3)

The traditions of Montaigne and Bacon were also 
oarrled on by Sir William Temple, George Savill 
(Marquis of Halifax), John Sheffield (Duke of Buckingham), 
Charles Blount, Joseph Glanvill, and Jeremy Collier.

Although the essay had regained its place in the 
literary world, this place was small indeed to the 
place that it was to hold In the future. The names of 
two close friends were yet to be added to the names 
already mentioned; and these two men - Addison and Steele 
were yet to bring to the essay a new breath of life that 
was to give it a tremendous stride in its development 
and popularity.

In "Types of the Essay", Benjamin A. Heydrick 
writes:

From the time of Sir Francis Bacon to the 
beginning of the eighteenth century, 
occasions,! volumes of essays appeared...*
But the great development of the essay came 
with the rise of periodical literature in 
England...it is hard to imagine a time when 
neither newspaper nor magazine existed. Yet 
in 1688 this was exactly the situation in 
England. Newspapers were the first to appear; 
then in 1691 came the first magazine, the 
"Athenian Gazette", a little sheet made up 
chiefly of questions and answers. In 1704
Daniel Defoe began a journal called "A
Weekly Review of the Affairs of France", 
which contained in addition to the news from

3* William Frank Bryan, The English Familiar Essay, 
p. xxi.



Europe* a short essay or editorial, This idea 
was still further developed by Richard Steele 
who la 1709 began the publication of the 
"Tatler", a weekly paper consisting of a 
single sheet printed on both sides, containing 
a paragraph of news and one or more essays*
After a few numbers of the paper had appeared, 
Steele was aided by his friend Joseph Addison. 
The "Tatler" became popular; its editors saw 
an opportunity for improving it and in 1711 
they discontinued the "Tatler" and began the 
"Spectator". The success of the "Spectator" 
led to many iiaitatioiis. Dr. Johnson wrote 
the "Rambler” and the "Idler". Oliver 
Goldsmith wrote a series of papers called 
"The Citizen of the World", and there were 
hundreds of others. (4)

The essays of Steele and Addison were very different
from those presented by Montaigne and Bacon and Cowley
and must have seemed like a new literary form to those
familiar with the latters works. These new essays were
much shorter, more uniform in length. Their character
was more occasional, more satirical, less bookish, less
intimate and directly personal* This was definitely a
turn in the development of the essay. Bryon and Crane
point out the effect of this change;

When the daily issue of the "Spectator” came 
to an end in December 1712, the eighteenth - 
oentury essay in all its varieties was fully 
formed. Henceforward for over a hundred years 
the history of the familiar e3say in England 
was the history of the imitations of this 
fixed and established type. (5)

And Chaunoey 0. Starkweather writes;
Times changed and the essay changed with them,

4. Benjamin A. Heydrick, Types of the Essay, pp. Ix-x.
5. Bryan, Crane, op. oft., p. xxxrTi™.



the essayist becoming the satirist of 
society, as in the sparkling brilliancy and 
grand manners of Steele and Addison* Here 
we see the fashionable world of beaux and 
belles of "lace ruffles, and card-tables, 
and sedan chairs, and eoffe-houses."(6 )

The familiar essay which has continued to the
present was largely developed within the early years of
the nineteenth century, largely supplanting by 1885
the imitations of the "Tatler" and "Spectator"* Lamb,
Hunt, Hazlitt, Be Quincy, and other writers had won
for it a popularity that the essay had not enjoyed for
a long time. This is pointed out by Claude M. Ruess in
his book "Selected Essays";

The golden age of the Essay in England began 
in the first quarter of the nineteenth 
century with the work of Lamb and Hazlitt, 
the two most brilliant masters of tbelr 
school. With them the Essay became what it 
was to Montaigne, a picturesque medium for 
the disclosure of their own personalities.
They gave it the impress of grace and beauty 
by embedding their ideas in a nearly perfect 
intimate style. At the same time the rise 
of the great British Reviews - the "Edinburgh” 
(1802), the "Quarterly" (1809), and 
"Blackwood’s” (1817) - was a powerful stimulus 
to another variety of essay-writing, and led 
to the appearance of Macaulay and Carlyle. (7)

The new essay was as different from Addison’s and 
Steele’s as the letters was from Montaigne and Bacon's. 
The new essayists had a much wider range of subject than 
the old. They no longer confined themselves to the 
narrow limits of "the Town", to the fashions and foibles

6. Chaunoey 0. Starkweather, Essays of British Essayists, 
Editor, -J. f. Collier and Son, Vol. 1,' 'Intro.'

7. Claude M. Euess, Selected Essays, p. xli.



of society, to problems of conduct and manners» or to 
the general principles of morality# The individual 
essayist wrote upon whatever presented itself to him 
as an attractive or congenial theme; his limit of subject 
matter was merely that of the breadth or narrowness of 
his individual interests and sympathies.

The new essay ’was also different in form as Bryan
and Grane indicate:

In mariner of presentation and purpose» too, 
the new essay was markedly different from 
the old. One of the most characteristic 
differences is that the essayist no longer 
hid his individuality behind the elaborately 
sustained figure of an invented Mr.
Bickerstaff, or Mr. Spectator.....but wrote 
in his own person...In general there was much 
less artificiality and much greater directness, 
and a strong tendency to rely for illustration 
upon the personal experience of the writer. {8}

Concerning the development of the essay, Thrall and
Hibbard state:

The informal essay...beginning in aphoristic 
and moralistic writing, modified by the 
injection of the personal element, broadened 
and lightened by a free treatment of human 
manners, modified and partly controlled in 
style and length by the limitation of 
periodical publication, has developed into a 
recognised literary genre, the first purpose 
of which is to entertain, and the manner of 
which ia sprightly, light, novel, or 
humorous. (9)

The history of the essay in the nineteenth century

8. Bryan, Grane, op. cit.» p. xlii
9. Thrall, Hibbard, op. pit., p. 169



includes such famous names as Charles Lamb (1775- 
1854), James Henry heigh Hunt (1784-1859), William 
Hazlitt (1778-1830), John Wilson (1785-1854), Charles 
Dickens (1818-1870), William Makepeace Thackeray 
(1811-1868), Dr. John Brown (1810-1888), and Robert 
Louis Stevenson (1850-1894).

As Fnilo M. Buck Jr. has written, "With most we 
can say, as his biographer did of Abraham Cowley, that 
an aquainfcanee with his writings was 'to read and love 
the language of his heart'.

Despite the popularity of the short story during 
the past twenty-five years the essay continues to hold 
it3 place in the world of literature, With the passing 
of the nineteenth century essayists, a new group has 
come to the fore and proven itself ably fit to carry on 
the tradition of the essay. Among these writers is a 
particularly charming lady whose writing has delighted 
thousands for more than a half-century - Miss Agnes 
Repplier.



CHAPT.KR II 
ACHES BEPPII3R - ESSAYIST 

It Is written in the Hew Testament that, *Out of 
the abundance of the heart the mouth speaketh," (1)
One might also add that the 'hand writeth’ for it is 
certain that a sterile heart can never produce a piece 
of work worthy of notice#

The experience of opening a hook and finding therein 
a wholly new world, now personalities, new ideas - a 
hook written 'out of the abundance of the heart* - Is 
surely one of life's consolations. Of the person who 
has lived and died without experiencing this it can only
be said that he is truly 'doubly dead’.

Such books are not rare but are not to be found, 
generally speaking, in the so-called best seller lists.
In fact one of the characteristics of such books is 
that they find their abiding place in the most hidden 
corners of public libraries. But fortunately such books 
are never dated and will remain alive as long as there 
are books and men*

Miss Agnes Bepplier is one of the few living 
American authors who has produced work which indeed 
belongs to the ages* Miss Repplier has been called the
Dean of American Essayists by Mary Ellen Chase, and
daughter of Addison by Joseph J. Rielly. She has

1. Dew Testament, Matthew xii,S4; Luke vi,4o.



received honorary doctorates from the University of 
Pennsylvania, Tale, Columbia, and Princeton. She was 
the winner of the I-aetare medal of Hot re Dame in 1911 
and the gold medal of the Academy of Arts and Letters 
in 1955. This is indeed mi impressive background*

Agnes Hepplier was born April 1, 1855, in 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, the second daughter of John 
George Repplier and Agnes (Mathias) Hepplier.

Miss Repplier is predominately of German descent 
despite the much publicized fact that she is french* 
George Stewart Stokes in his book "Agnes Repplier” 
writes:

On one occasion when she was giving information 
to a friend whom she had asked, to write a 
biographical sketch of her, Agnes Repplier 
statea flatly that she was of french descent. 
But this was not quite accurate. The Repplier 
family, though it had originated in Strasbourg, 
was German in many respects. The senior Mr. 
Repplier had settled in the heart of the 
German section of Pennsylvania, There he had 
married a German. Even Agnes Repplier 
frequently referred to her paternal grandmother 
as a "strong German woman who rode horseback 
at eighty." And several times she said of her 
mother, "Mathias - there"3 nothing more German 
than that." But Miss Repplier enjoyed the 
Gallic fiction. Although in all her reading 
and in all her traveling she came upon the 
Repplier rmme only once - and that, ironically 
enough, over a barber shop - happily it had 
been somewhere in France. (2)

On September 8, 1867, Miss Repplier began her 
belated formal education at the Convent of the Sacred

2. George Stewart Stokes, Agnes Repplier, pp. 4-5*



Heart in Torresdale, Pennsylvania. Here she played the 
role of rebel which was a dangerous one in the Convent
sohool in the 1860's. So it happened that at the end
of her second year at Men Hall in 1869» Agnes was 
dismissed.

Agnes' mother then enrolled her in a sohool
recently taken over by a oertain Agnes Irwin, a close
friend of Mrs* Repplier. Mr. Stokes says of this:

Por a year and a half Agnes met the problems 
and delighted in the joys of Miss Irwin's 
School before the inevitable happened. The 
patience of the nuns at M e n  Hall had been
exhausted after two years of near rebellion
on the part of the little girl. It was 
small wonder that the not nearly so patient 
Miss Irwin gave out after only three terms.
The marvel may be that she had been able to 
keep control of herself so long. (2)

But the end had again come for Agnes Kepplier and 
this time it really was the end - the end of Miss 
Bepplier's formal education» a total period of three 
and one-half years.

Due to a bad investment of Mr. Kepplier's, the 
family suffered severe financial losses which compelled 
each member of the family to share the responsibility 
of making a living* Thus when Agnes Repplier was 
little more than sixteen years old she was compelled 
by necessity to write. Sven at this time there was no 
doubt in her mother's mind or her own that she could



write as Mr. stokes points out:
Though it all may have been a struggle, the 
essayist was equal to the task. She had 
ambition and she had books. And in addition, 
there was the ever-present pressure to earn 
money, though In this regard she was always 
careful not to write down merely for the sake 
of income. Money was a real need, but she 

, knew from the start that reputation was even 
dearer* "God forbia that I should ever 
degrade writing for the sake of money!" she 
would say over and over again. (4)

And Mr, Stokes continues:
Agnes Repplier may have been very young and 
over-confident in the beginning, but she was 
as certain then that she could write as she 
was after she had won her place. She 
experimented carefully in her early writing, 
following no model, feeling her way cautiously 
A M  in it all, she tried to do her best. Here 
was an unbounded admiration for iiiglish. She 
endeavored with all the artistry at her 
command to develop what from her extensive 
and well-chosen reading she had come to 
consider to be good-styla. (5)

Agnes Repplier*s short stories, small sketches, 
and brief poetry began to appear in the Philadelphia 
journals. These efforts brought anywhere from five to 
ten dollars and occasionally fifteen. This was the 
beginning.

At last, after almost ten years of effort, a short 
story of Agnes Repplier's was accepted by the "Catholic 
World". January, 1881, was the momentous date; fifty 
dollars was the gratifying amount received* "In Arcady 
a romance, tells of the love between a young man and a

4. Stokes, op. olt., p. 48.
5, Stokes, loid, p. 49.



young lady. She young lady dies suddenly and for no
apparent reason other than to leave the young man to
muse on what might have been in the final paragraph:

It is October now. She fruit hangs ripening 
on the trees; the red leaves deck the brown 
and wearied earth; the setting sun flared 
crimson in the west; but the golden gates of 
Arcady have closed upon me, and this world I 
shall enter then no more. (6)

Agnes Repplier became a steady contributor to the 
’’Catholic World” from this time. Meeting the editor of 
the "Catholic World”, Father Heoker, was to prove a 
turning point in the career of Agnes Repplier. It was 
he that advised her to direct her talents in the 
direction that she was to follow with only occasional 
deviation throughout her mature literary life.

In a paper of a quarter oentury later, Agnes
Repplier tells of this meeting and its consequences:

The first criticism X ever wrote was an essay 
on Mr. Euskin {how many years has it been 
since essays on Ruskin had a market?) which 
was undertaken by the advioe of Father Hecker, 
and was...published in "The Catholic World". 
Father Heoker told me that my stories were 
mechanical, and gave no indication of being 
transcripts from life. "I fanoy," he said, 
"that you know more about books than you do 
about life, that you are more a reader than 
an observer. What author do you read the 
most?" I told him "Ruskin"; an answer which 
nine out of ten studious girls would have 
given at that date. "Then," said he, "write 

, me something about Ruskin, and make it brief," 
That essay turned my feet into the path which 
I have trodden laboriously ever since. (7)

6. Stokes, 0£. cit.. p. 54.
7. "Catholic World", XO (Hov..909), p. 172-?4.



The Buskin paper is important because it was her
first real step in the fulfillment of earlier promise;
for the later work that was to bring Miss Hepplier the
fulfillment of success.

low that Miss Hepplier had become a steady
contributor to "The Gatholio World” she was ready to
take the next step in her career. The "Atlantic
Monthly” had been the gospel of Bostonians for almost
a generation. To a young writer the "Atlantic Monthly”
was the greatest, the most inspiring end of all.
Boston, there was no denying, had been the hub of the
intellectual life of the country for a hundred years.
The "Atlantia" was held in the highest esteem by the
Bostonians. To be an author ‘of the Atlantic1 was no
little achievement.

Mr, Stoke3 writes:
For almost fifteen years she had been writing 
and publishing before she gained a hearing 
in a "real magazine”, as she called the 
"Atlantic"* To those who would suggest that 
such effort showed considerable perseverance, 
she would insist smilingly that it had revealed 
Instead merely a considerable need of money.
Mo matter. This at last was realization,
The fruit of determination, necessity, 
whichever it may have been - or a combination 
of the two, as no doubt it was - this at long 
last was success sufficient for the most 
exacting and, moreover, vindication of belief 
even to herself.. .The "Atlantic" had, since 
its founding, offered a host of worthy old 
and new writers. Its editors - always a 
fascination, impressive breed to Miss 
Hepplier because as she would say, they 
decide things - had been brilliant men; and 
Thomas Bailey Aldrich, its present head, was



well within the established tradition. (8)
The "Atlantic Monthly" accepted Miss Repplier*a 

essay "Children, Fast and Present", an essay that 
represents a startling advance over her previous work. 
This work coupled the unusual with a felicity of 
execution that Is equalled nowhere In her early work.

Once the first step was taken, Miss Repplier 
became a regular contributor to the "Atlantio Monthly"; 
one essay followed "Children, Past and Present" in 1886, 
four In 1887, and another in 1888.

In the spring of 1888 Miss Repplier came to the 
conclusion that she would like to publish a collection 
of her essays.

She was fearful lest no company would risk the 
publishing of her essays and although the Boston firm 
of her choice agreed to publish them they strongly 
advised her against such a course of action. They were 
to be published on a subsidized basis and to protect 
her from too great a loss, they said, the edition was 
reduoed from a thousand copies to eight hundred. "Of 
Books and Men" was the title of this book, consisting 
of a collection of Miss Repplier’a first seven "Atlantic 
papers. The book eventually went into twenty editions 
and received very gratifying reviews»

The making of a book; the coming of age of a writer

8. Stokes, oj), clt., pp. 77-78*



this was satisfaction; this was success* Joseph J
He illy has written that:

As Miss Hepplier went on writing essay after 
essay it hecame clear that she had found her 
vein from the start. Her tone became more 
assured, her handling of her themes more 
deft, her irony more incisive, her humorous 
touches more frequent, end her knowledge of 
the history and literature of the past more 
breathtaking. As for her vein it proved as 
inexhaustible as the absurdities, vagaries 
and follies of contemporary American life,*,. 
As time went on some of her essays oonvicted 
Miss Hepplier of a serious purpose and of 
being often openly didaetic..*but social 
criticism has never been so lighthearted 
sinoe the Victorian prophets breathed moral 
indignation into its veins though it can * 
and in Miss Hepplier’s hands does - find in 
wit and irony relish that makes didacticism 
palatable and even savorsome. (9}

Francis Whitney Halsey states:
She has revived the art, wellnigh lost in 
these days, of the essayist. There is no 
province of the essayist that she has not 
touched and there is nothing which she has 
touched that she has not adorned* flO)

Miss Hepplier is a Homan Catholic and even to the 
most casual reader this fact is apparent. Most of her 
early writings were directed to a Catholic audience. 
When the Reverend Talbot Smith wrote a paper "The 
Young Oath olio tr iters What Shall He Do’in expressing 
the belief and the startling oonolusion that the 
beginning Catholic writer should "conceal his faith...

9. Joseph J. He illy, "Catholic World", 148:158-66 
(Hoy. 19S8)

10. Francis 'Whitney Ealsey, Women Authors of Our Day 
In Their Homes, p. 48.



lest it blight his literary reputation", Agnes Bepplier
wrote in answer:

At the risk of being profoundly egotistical,
I venture to offer ray own experience as a 
refutation of this casuistry; and I do because 
I an a plain example of a "lesser light", 
whose publisher and public are assured - a 
small public, be it said, small as befits 
the modest nature of the illumination. In 
the first place, far from being repulsed at 
the outset by Catholic magazines, as was 
Father Smith's unfortunate correspondent, I 
met with encouragement and a helping hand..,
I have never in all these years found it 
necessary to ignore, much less conceal, ay
faith, I could not if I would. When faith..-.

> is the most vital thing in life, when it is 
the souroe of our widest sympathies and of 
our deepest feelings, when we owe to it 
whatever distinction of mind and harmony of 
soul we possess, we cannot push it 
intentionally out of sight without growing 
flat and dry through insincerity. (11)

Herein we see the part played by faith in the life 
of Miss Repplier; faith * "the most vital thing in life"- 
to her was inspiration and souroe of her deepest feelings. 
This then, it would seem, is the key to success in the 
life of Miss Agnes Repplier, essayist.

11. Catholic World, jOj>. oit., pp. 172-72,



GHA‘?TKB III
STYLE

A shrewd oritio once asserted that* "An essayist 
without style is a ooatr&diotion in terms*’* A review

* of the names of the great English essayists - Baeon*
Addison, Laiab, Hazlitt, Pater* Stevenson - are those
of men who excel In excellent and distinctive prose.
In the introduction to the book, "Essays of British
Essayists", Starkweather writes:

An essential quality of the essay is style* 
Whatever license of dulness or unevenness 
may be permitted to the writer of long epic 
or history, the essayist must be alert, clear, 
concise, and polished. Gbscureness is fatal, 
tediousness is suicidal. The manners of the 
camp, the acrimony of the forum, the 
technicality of the treatise, the ponderousness 
of the pulpit, are alike out of place. It 
is the courtly and debonair, the rapier thrust 
and not the bludgeon, the mobility and dash of 
the light cavalry and not the weight of the
leviathan artillery, that one demands in the 
essay. (1)

Hence an examination of any writer’s worxs is
really an examination of that writer’s style. Although
style is an elusive word to define, it has been given
definitions by many writers. J. M« Murray writes:

I do not think tnat anyone has ever more 
resolutely reduced the art of writing to 

^ essentials than Stendahl..•; there was some
reason to expeat that he would give us the 
best of all definitions of style* He did so... 
He says in "Racine,et Shakespeare,L© style 
est ceci: Ajouter a une pensse donnee toutes 
les circonstanoss propres a produire tout

1. Starkweather, og* pit., Intro.



L'effet que doit produlre cette pensee. (2)
This definition is indeed brief but perhaps the

briefest and most justly quoted definition of style
has been given us by Comte he Buffon - "Le style
c'est l'homme". In these words is found the true
essence of style. For whether or not we are reading a
book aloud or even consciously forming the words in
our minds there is an awareness of the personality of
the writer if the written material can be said to have
any style. We can almost hear his voice talking to us;
we come into contact with the man, Buffon also expresses
his thought that:

Style is simply the order and movement a man
gives to his thoughts. If one joins his thoughts
compactly, presses them together, the style 
will be solid, vigorous, and terse; if he lets 
their sequence be leisurely and at the 
suggestion of the words, however fine these 
may be, the style will be diffuse, formless, 
and sluggish. (2)

This implies that style must be developed and that
to develop a good style requires work and a very great
amount of patience. Style is not merely the jotting
down of words, A good style requires that the writing
be intelligible, that the thought© and ideas of the
writer be in sequence, that the diction be well chosen
and clear. The structure of the sentence, the mechanics

2, J. d. Murray, "The Central Problems of Style" In 
Foundations of English Style, Editor, Paul M«
Fulcher, p. 121.

2# Comte Be Buff on, "On Style" in Foundations of &iglish 
Style, Editor, Paul J. Fulcher, p* 47,



of gramraer, and knowledge of the subject - all of
these enter into an analysis of style. Buffon points
this out also:

To write well, then, one must be completely 
master of the subject# One must think about 
it long enough to see clearly the order of 
the thoughts, to arrange them in sequence, 
a continuous chain; each part of which stands 
for an idea. And when one has begun to write, 
one must follow this plan* without disgression 
without developing any other movement save 
that demanded by the space to be traversed.
It is exactly this that constitutes severity 
in style, that makes for unity, and that 
governs the rapidity of the movement. It is 
this and this alone that will make a style 
exact and simple, even and clear, vivid and 
coherent. If to this rule,.,one Join Judgment 
and taste, care in choice of diction,...the 
style will have elevation. (4)

And Walter Kaleigh points out this same thought:
Hence it is that the masters of style have 
always had to preach restraint, self-denial, 
austerity. Eis style is a man's own; yet 
how hard it is to come by* (5)

To Agnes Hepplier, style in writing was preeminent
One of her favorite expressions was, "The stern labor
of the file". The study of words, of styles, of
various modes of expression was a lifetime work with
her - "Every word misused revenges itself forever upon
a writer's reputation." In the content of her essay
"Words" Miss Repplier wrote:

The felicitous choioe of words, whioh with 
most writers is the result of severe study

4. Buffon, Ibid, pp. 48-49.
5. Raleigh, oj>. pit., p. 94.



and unswerving vigilance, seems with a 
favored few - who should he envied and 
not imitated - to be the genuine fruit of 
Inspiration, as though caprice itself could 
not lead them far astray* Shelley’s letters 
and prose papers teem with sentences in wfetioh 
the beautiful words are sufficient 
satisfaction in themselves, and of more value 
than the conclusions they reveal. They have 
a haunting sweetness, a pure perfection, which 
makes the act of reading them a sustained 
and dulcet pleasure. Sometimes this effect 
is produced by a few simple terms reiterated 
Into lingering music. "We are born, and our 
birth is unremembered, and our infancy 
remembered but In fragments; we live on, and 
in living we lose the apprehension of life. ” 
Sometimes a clearer note is struck with the 
sure and delicate touch which is the 
excellence of art, "tor the mind in creation 
is as s fading coal, which some invisible 
influence, like an Inconstant wind, awakens to 
transitory brightness." The substitution of 
the word "glow" for brightness" would, I 
think, make this sentence extremely beautiful,(6)

Miss repplier was intently aware and sensitive of 
the nuances of language« It would seem that there is a 
definite antithesis of thought between Buffon and Miss 
Bepplier concerning the question of matter and form.
Miss Repplier indeed appreciates the usefulness and true 
worth of the neatly turned phrase and even confessed 
early in her career that she valued form over content. 
However, when her work is considered in its entirety, 
the occasions are indeed few when she allowed the form 
of her work to control her material for the sake of 
effect alone.

6, Stokes, op. oit., p. 259,



In her writing. Miss Hepplier worked slowly and 
carefully; her sense of discrimination was keen and 
developed over a lifetime of study* In a letter to Mrs. 
Warren, Miss Hepplier wrote:

I have not studied English prose for thirty
years without knowing whereof I speak* I 
have not loved and honored chastity of style, 
and the stern labour of file, without learning 
to discriminate between what is perfect and 
what is imperfect, between what is good and 
what is best. On this point I trust myself.
In the matter of verse, I am as ignorant as 
my neighbor. It is not my stamping ground. (7)

Many readers of Miss Hepplier's works are greatly
impressed by her extensive knowledge. This knowledge
is primarily that of books and men of books. She has
been able to interest a host of readers in matters long
considered dead, and in the byways of history and
literature. In her critical essay* we find Miss Hepplier
at her best*

Claude M* iPuess in his "Selected Essays" writes
that, "Miss Hepplier’s moat oonsplcious characteristic
is a delightful and delicate vein of humor, which
underlies all her work...Her style is remarkabley even."
It is, however, a mistake to classify Agnes Hepplier as
a humorist. She is first of all an intellectual. Miss
Repplier was well aware of difference between wit and
humor# In her essay "fit and Humor" she wrote:

7. Stokes, op. oit., p. 164.
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4 %  t is artificial; humor is natural. Wit is
accidental; humor is inevitable, fit is horn 
of conscious effort; humor» of the allotted 
ironies of fate. Wit can he expressed only 
in language; humor can he developed 
sufficiently in situation» Wit is the plaything 
of the intellectual, or the weapon of nimhle 

♦ minds; humor is the possession of all sorts
and conditions of men. {8)

It is true that Miss Kepplier deals with humor at
some length on occasion. Eer wit which she
demonstrates so ahly in her essays defies cataloguing.
She sometimes gives us merely the skillful use of
Incongruity alone as in her essay "What Children Read";

"How much of our poetry'1, it has been asked, 
"owes its start to Spenser, when the Pairy 
Queen was & household hook, and lay in the 
parlor windo -seat Y ".... #e know that in the 
windcw-seat of Cowley's mother's room lay a 
cop^ of the Pairy Queen, which to her little 
son was a souroe of unfailing delight, and 
Pope has recorded the ecstasy with whioh, as 
a lad, he pored over this wonderful poem; 
hut then neither Cowley nor Pope had the 
advantage of following Oliver Optic through 
the slums of Mew York, or living with some 
adventurous "hoy hunters" in the jungles of 
Central Africa. (9)

At other times Miss Repplier*s wit results from 
linking the incongrous with the ridiculousness of a 
situation as in her essay "Our Accomplished Great - 
Grandmother". Here she is dealing with the 

41 "aceomplishments " of women in a by-gone era.

8. Agnes Kepplier, Essays in Idleness
9. Stokes, 0£. cit., p. S54.



It also meant, in the good Miss Monflathers’ s 
day, making filigree baskets that would not 
hold anything, Ionic temples of Bristol-board, 
shell flowers, and paper landscapes. It 
meant pricking pictures with pins, taking 
"impressions*’ of butterflies* wings on sheets 
of gummed paper, and messing with strange, 
mysterious compounds called diaphanie and 
potichomanie, by means of which a harmless 
glass tumbler or a respeotable window-pane 
oould be turned into an object of 
desolation. (10)

In Miss Hepplier*s essay "On the Slopes of
Parnassus", she may be found in the type of work that
she loved so well - that of the literary history. Here
she tells of the "interminable epics" that were once
read "presumably, for the sake of the information they
oonveyed". In describing a particular paper by a
certain Dr. Grainger, she writes:

Whole pages of the "Sugar Cane" read like 
prescriptions and dietaries done into verse.
It is difficult to sing with dignity about 
a disordered stomach as about rats and 
cockroaches; and Dr, Grainger’s determination 
to leave nothing untold leads him to dwell
with much feeling, but little grace, on all
the disadvantages of the tropics.

Mosquitoes, sandflies, seek the 
sheltered roof,
And with fell rage the stranger guest 
assail,
if or spare the sportive child; from 
their retreats
Oookrouches crawl displeasingly abroad.

I'he truthfulness and sobriety of this last 
line deserve commendation. Cockroaches in 
the open are displeasing to sensitive souls; 
and a footnote, half page long, tells us 
everything we could possible desire — - or

10. Agnes Repplier, A Happy Half Century, pp. 217-218.
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fear --  to know about these insects. As an
example of Dr* Grainger's thoroughness in the 
treatment of such themes, I quote with delight 
his approved method of poisoning alligators*

fith uisnian arsenic, deleterious bane,
Pound up t;he ripe oassada’s well-rasped root,
.cad form in pellets; these profusely spread 
hound the Gane-groves where skulk the verminbreed, 
fhey, greedy, and unweeting of the bait,
Orowd to the inviting cates, and swift devour 
Iheir palatable Death; for soon they seek 
She neighbouring spring; and drink, and swell, 
and die*

i'hen fallow some very sensible remarks about 
the unwhole3oraeness of the water in which the 
dead alligators are decomposing... (11)

Miss Repplier has been judged by some critics of
showing little more than assimilation in her writings;
that she merely gathered ideas and quotations and made
her essays from these gleanings. Hiss Repplier does
make extensive use of quotes and her essays indeed
indicate her familiarity with a remarkable number of
writers. Walter Raleigh writes that:

Quotations, conscious or unconscious, vary 
in kind according as the mind is active to 
work upon them and make them its own,..the 
borrowings of good writers are never... 
superfloua, their quotations are appropriations. 
Whether it be by some witty turn given to a 
well-known line, by an original setting for 
an old saw, or by a new and unlooked-for 
analogy, the stamp of the borrower is put 
upon the goods he borrows, and he become» 
part owner, (IE)

Miss Repplier remarked that:
Isn't that an awful habit of mine, that

11. Repplier, oja. eit., pp. 107-108. 
IE. Raleigh, op. cit., p. 115*
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quot lag7 Really* I think It is vicious, 
and I promise you I am trying very hard to 
overcome it. The trouble is that half the 
time when I start to say something I 
remember that someone else has already said 
it so much better than I could ever hope 
to. (IS)

There is, however, muoh more to it than that. Miss 
Hepplier has created something entirely new from her 
"assimilat ion”. She has presented this material in such 
a way as to give it additional interest and worth. This 
is the function of the artist.

Miss Repplier was a great admirer of iamb. Sister
Eleanore commented that, "Criticism and style are at
their best in her comments on Lamb". There is a
similarity in their respective-essays. They both
display the whimsical charm and subtle humor and
sparkling wit* In "A Bachelor's Complaint of the
Behaviour of Married People" Lamb comments on children
in general:

When I consider how little of a rarity 
children are, - that every street and blind 
alley swarms with them - that the poorest 
people commonly have them in most abundance, - 
that there are few marriages that are not 
bleat with at least one of these bargains, - 
how often they turn out ill, and defeat the 
fond hopes of their parents, taking to 
vicious oours, which end in poverty, 
disgrace, the gallows, ete.- I cannot for 
my life tell what cause for pride there 
can possibly be in having them* If they 
were young phoenixes, indeed, that were 
born but one in a year, there might be a

IS* Halsey, op. cit., p. 47.



pretext. But when they are so common  (14)
And Miss Repplier comments on the precocity of

children which was at one time so prevalent in England!
There were few normal parents left, however, 
at this period, to stem the tide of infantile 
precocity. Child study was dawning as a new 
and fascinating pursuit upon the English 
world; and the babes of Britain responded 
nobly to the demands made upon their incapacity. 
Miss Anna Seward lisped Milton at three,
"recited poetical passages, with eyes brimming 
with delight,” at five, and versified her 
favourite psalms at nine. Her father, who 
viewed these alarming symptoms with delight, 
was so ill-advised as to offer her, when she 
was ten, a whole half-crown, if she would 
write a poem on Spring; whereupon she "swiftly 
penned” twenty-five lines, which have been 
preserved to an ungrateful world, and which 
shadow forth the painful prolixity of future 
days. {lb)

During the years of the first World War, Miss
Repplier turned aside from the main source of her
inspiration. Mr. Stokes writes of this:

Though the means of expression remained 
almost of constant excellence-— essentially 
she was not interested in the kind of writing, 
be it poetry or prose, that, parading as art, 
existed for some ulterior purpose. Bor the 
essayist, art was first and foremost a 
source of pleasure. ”Any book which served 
to lower the sura of human gayity is a moral 
delinquent,” she wrote in ”A Plea for Humor”. 
And again; "Art is never didactic, does not 
take kindly to facts, is helpless to grapple 
with theories, and is killed outright by 
sermon.” ....Agnes Repplier never offered 
any justification of or explanation for her 
abandoning the principle of pleasure for the 
didactically purposeful essays of the war

14.. Pulcher, op. cit.
15. Repplier, A Happy Half Century, pp. 141-142.



period. Patenti/ she felt no explanation 
was necessary. (16)

Man/ of her readers were of the opinion that she
never fully recovered from the tone of bitterness that
marked her "crusade* papers. These papers are
characterized by caustic, wry humor, by biting sarcasm,
by invective verging on the libelous. Miss Repplier,
writing on the aftermath of the war in her essay "Peace
and the Pacifist," confessed: "There are many of us
who have failed to regain the lightness of heart which
seemed a normal condition before this horror came."
"Counter-Currents'*, "Under Dispute", and "Times and
Tendencies" are among these papers* In these papers
are found Miss Repplier*s principle weakness as a
critic - the undeniable love for phrase-making, the
neatly turned remark even at the cost of her equally
undeniably good "reading sense". In her essay "Waiting
she deliberately misreads Longfellow’s "Psalm of Life"
for effect alone:

In the most esteemed of his advisory poems,
Mr, Longfellow recommends his readers to be 
"up and doing", and at the same time learn 
"to labour and to wait." Having, all of us, 
imbibed these sentiments in their harmonious 
setting, when we were at school, we have, 
all of us, endeavored for many months to 
put such conflicting precepts into practice. 
Mr* Longfellow, it will be remembered, gave 
precedence to his "up and doing line;" but

16* btokes, op. cit,, p. 2£>7.



this may have been due to the exigencies of 
verse. (17)

There is indeed a lack of fairness in these lines 
that she herself would have severely condemned in 
another writer.

"To Think of Tea’" and "In Pursuit of Daughter" 
are ample proof, however, that Miss Hepplier did regain 
her "lightness of heart".

Miss Hepplier was an ardent lover of beauty. In 
her essay "On the Benefits of Superstition" she 
deolared that "beauty is one of the tonics now most 
earnestly recommended to our sick 30uls." In 
"Curiosities of Criticism" she tied her critical 
theory with beauty and wisdom; "Criticism does not 
mean a random opinion on the last new novel, though 
even the most dismal of light literature comes fairly 
within itsssope. It means a disinterested endeavor 
to learn and to teach whatever wisdom and beauty has 
been added by every age and every nation to the great 
inheritance of mankind."

Miss Hepplier's critical approach to life and 
literature is exquisitely expressed with a blend of 
wisdom and beauty*

Miss Hepplier has indeed gained a place in history 
of literature and in so doing has added her bit of

17. Hepplier, Essay "Waiting".



wisdom and beauty to an age* 
Mary Ellen Chase writes;

30.

She was unmistakably endowed also with other 
prerequisites of that aristocratic spirit 
which underlies and unifies the true essay; 
a quick, perhaps premature discrimination 
between the sort which, In hoise Imogen 
Guiney’s words is ’’embossed" and that which 
is "enamelled" on the mind; an unquenchable 
buoyancy of spirit that, whether in convents 
or in the world, forever maketh all things 
new; a sense of humor that...pierced through 
shams and saw things straight and clear; and 
an instinctive flare for the dramatic* (18)

mm m
W'HiMW

18. Mary Ellen Chase, "Commonweal", 18; 384-6 
Ug. 18, 1933)
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The last volume of essays and Miss Hepplier1a 
final book, "Eight Decades", published in 19S7 proved 
once more her "very real gifts of style, wit, wisdom 
and urbane tolerance". This volume is made up of 
sixteen essays chosen from the preceding thirty and 
more years; the best, she felt, of her work*

The writing exhibited in this volume is of an 
all but uniform excellence, despite the fact that 
the first essay is separated in time from the last 
by more than thirty years.

Perhaps the important fact about this volume is 
that it does not date, for, as one reviewer wrote,
Agnes Hepplier "has something to say which holds the 
reader of the nineteen-thirtlea as her earlier work 
held the reader of the eighties and nineties".

Agnes Repplier*s work was almost completed. 
l*or sixty and more years Miss Repplier had "filled 
her canvas" and had certainly earned the right to rest 
from her labors.

Miss Repplier was not, however, free from any 
limitations as a critic and the principal source of 
this limitation was her love of words even at the 
expense of thought*

Current matters were not Miss Repplier*s real 
interest. She allowed the written word alone to dominate



lier life. "When the standard of criticism is high, 
when the influence of classical and foreign 
literature is understood and appreciated, when 
slovenly and ill-digested work is promptly recognised 
as such, then, and then only* may m  look for the full 
expansion of a country's genius* I'o he satisfied with 
less is an amiable weakness rather than an invigorating 
stimulant to perfection.” This was the creed to which 
Miss Hepplier followed for more than sixty years. 
Weaknesses were Indeed not for her.
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