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INTRODUCTION

OHN DAVIDSON has given notable
J work to his generation as a poet, as a
novelist, as an essayist, and as a critie. All
hig literary work comprehends a philosophy
of life, and whether or nol this philosophy
be original or echoed, true or false, the fact
remaing that it bas had a strongly marked,
though not always clearly recognived, influ-
ence on English letters. If his views of life
scem merely the result of mental indigesiion
brought on by an overdose of Nictszche, it
is likewise true that his foreeful expression
gave to these views a more serions hearing
by a larger audicnce than had hitherto been
granted to most English followers of the
Apostle of the Uebermensch. '

By reason of his doctrines, the facts of
his life are interesting, if only for the light
they shed on the pathetic though not uncom-
mon contrast between this man's dream and
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8 INTRODUCTION

his deed. For like many more before him he
glimpsed the Grail, but only through a mist
of error which he lacked the will to disperse.
Yet inasmuch as he followed the gnest long
and faithfully, ¢re he succumbed to the
final weakness, the chronicle of his days is
ennobling, and though simple as far as ouot-
ward happenings were concerned, shows much
complexity in the literary produet.

Jolm Davidson was born at Barrhead, in
Renfrewshire, Secotland, on the eleventh of
April, 1857, His [ather, the Reverend Alex-
ander Davidson, was a minister of the
Evangelical Union. The boy's training was
hardly academic in the truc sense of Lhe
word, and was limited to whal he was inclined
to gather in The Highlanders’ Academy in
Greenock, where bhe acted as a sort of pupil-
teacher, and in the course of o single session
at the University of Edinburgh., Leaving
college in 1877, he wrote his first play, now
known as ™ An Unhistorical Pastoral,” which,
however, was mot published onlil over ten
vears Jater.  As a boy he had worked as an
assistant in a chemieal laboratory in Green-
ock, and later as assistant to the Town Analyst,
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and the training which this occcupation gave
him wag utilised to no little advantage in Iater
days when he sought for an apt simile o
convey his meaning. Upon leaving the Uni-
versity, he took refuge in teaching., and be-
tween 1877 and 1880 he gave instruction in
numerous privale and charity schools, devot-
ing his leisure to poetic and dramalic compo-
gition. Im 1890, he came up to London, and
eked oul a scanty subsistence by writing ar-
ticles and reviews for the Glasgow Ilerald
and the Speaker, until his poelry began to
attract the attention of the literary public,
Tor the next fow years his career was that of
the sucecssful jowrnalist who clevated his
eraft by the sheer encrgy of his effort to a
position where it might probably be called
inspircd. The irony of his life was this.
Potentially capable of leadership, he bowed
to public opinion and followed the line of
least resistance. The immediate snccess was
possibly greater; the ultimate painful out-
come i unhappily well-known to everyone.
In the latter part of April, 1909, he suddenly
disappeared, leaving behind him manuscripls
which clearly revealed a suicidal purpose.
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Several months later his body was diseov-
ered, and to-day the world mourns him as a
talented genius whose will-power suceumbed
to despair.

To turn from John Davidson's life to his
work iz as if Lhe reader’s mind were suddenly
to be plunged into an over-stimulating cur-
rent of mental aetivity., The effeet is pleas-
ant, but it is a shock. No matter what the
form of Davidson's expression may be,
whether it be prose or poetry, cssay or drama,
we are bronght face to face with 2 strongly
combative intcllect which does violence to
vur belicfs, and half convinees us by sheer
force of epigram and paradox. What morc
shocking menlal stimulant ean be found than
guch an interrogation as this, which stands
all by itself in “ A Rosary.” " Is not hope
only a more subtle form of despair? ™ These
arresting questions, or statements sach as this,
“ Dignity is impudence,” arc invariably
novel, and their appeal to the reader’s intel-
lectual pride is su subtly ealeulated as to take
by storm the position which a more suave and
ordered argument would leave intact. By
reason of this and other characteristics, John



