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ON E o f the most frequently v o i c e d charges against A r n o l d 
Bennett is that o f c o m m e r c i a l o p p o r t u n i s m . Bennett , so 
the famil iar story runs , wanted to wr i te great l i terature, 

but i n p u r s u i n g this goa l f o u n d that the t ime and energy i n v o l v e d 
were incommensurate w i t h the financial returns. Consequent ly , he 
gave u p a l l attempts to secure an honourab le place i n the h i s tory 
o f the E n g l i s h n o v e l , c o n t e n t i n g h i m s e l f w i t h p r o v i d i n g the 
p u b l i c w i t h w h a t i t wanted , h o p i n g to secure an h o n o u r a b l e 
place i n his bank manager 's ledger instead. Bennett , so i t is said, 
s o l d out to M a m m o n , c o m p r o m i s i n g his artist ic integr i ty i n 
favour o f c o m m e r c i a l ga in . 

T h e r e is , o f course, some substance to this charge, for t h r o u g h ­
out his career Bennett d i d reveal a wi l l ingness to c o m p r o m i s e . 
A s a y o u n g m a n he appears to have established the pattern his 
l i terary career w o u l d take, w h e n he had cont r ibut ions accepted 
a lmost s imultaneously b y Tit Bits and The Yellow Book. F r o m that 
t ime u n t i l his death, Bennett seems to have shuffled uneasi ly 
between p h i l i s t i n i s m a n d aestheticism, e n d e a v o u r i n g to satisfy 
readers w h o w i s h e d merely to be entertained, as w e l l as those w h o 
demanded more substantial l i terary fare; s t r i v i n g to l ine his 
pockets by t u r n i n g out nove ls o f immediate , p o p u l a r appeal , yet 
eager to w i n cr i t ica l r e c o g n i t i o n as a great n o v e l i s t ; anxious to 
be regarded as p u b l i c hero , yet hopefu l o f the m o r e d i s c r i m i n a t i n g 
a p p r o v a l o f l i terary histor ians . It is said that after the relat ively 
c o o l recept ion o f The Old Wives' Tale, p r o b a b l y Bennett ' s greatest 
n o v e l , and a lmost certainly the one over w h i c h he l aboured most 
m i g h t i l y , he decided that art was a l l very w e l l , but unless i t s o l d 
i t was a somewhat overrated c o m m o d i t y . Thereafter, he c o n ­
centrated o n g i v i n g his p u b l i c w h a t i t wanted . I f nove ls w r i t t e n 
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under these terms c o u l d also r a n k as significant l i terary achieve­
ments, so m u c h the bet ter . 1 

F u r t h e r m o r e , as his letters to A n d r e G i d e reveal , t h o u g h he 
c o u l d be a sensitive and acute c r i t i c , he was also a determined 
Sybarite. W h e n G i d e asked Bennett to v i s i t h i m in France so they 
c o u l d talk l iterature together, Bennett dec l ined , pre ferr ing the 
c l imate-contro l led l u x u r y o f his yacht to the m o r e heated dis­
cussions under the d i r e c t i o n o f P a u l Des jardins at the A b b a y e 
P o n t i g n y . T h e result was another c o m p r o m i s e : Bennett ' s 
l i terary v i ews were made k n o w n to G i d e t h r o u g h corres­
p o n d e n c e . 2 

I n his nove ls , t o o , c o m p r o m i s e is represented as b e i n g a 
tolerably honest s o l u t i o n to one's p r o b l e m s . In Clayhanger, for 
example, E d w i n has early ambi t ions to become an architect ; 
he is also aware o f socia l injust ice. A s the years pass and he 
realizes that he w i l l never be able to satisfy his architectural 
ambi t ions , he does n o t ra i l against Fate, but slips contentedly 
i n t o his father's ro le as head o f a smal l p r i n t i n g establishment, 
satisfying his thwarted aesthetic ambit ions by a d d i n g to the 
business the sale o f g o o d b o o k s , a n d so lac ing his social c o n ­
science by p a y i n g his employees wages s o m e t h i n g above the 
usual rate. A wi l l ingness to c o m p r o m i s e is also the most notable 
trait o f D e r r y , ' the C a r d ' , one o f Bennett ' s most characteristic 
creations, a cheerful ph i l i s t ine whose creative urge finds expres­
s ion as an entrepreneur, a m a n w h o is neither poet n o r m a n o f 
ac t ion , but a c o m p r o m i s e between the t w o . 

I n spite o f the evidence, h o w e v e r , we s h o u l d n o t j u m p to the 
conclus ions that Bennett was a w e a k - w i l l e d o p p o r t u n i s t , a m a n 
w i t h o u t a conscience, careless o f his integr i ty as a wr i te r , anxious 
o n l y for financial ga in . O n the contrary Bennett seems to have felt 
that c o m p r o m i s e was the o n l y true way , a p o i n t o f v i e w w h i c h he 
was at pains to justify i n his last n o v e l , Imperial Palace. 

T h e w r i t i n g o f this w o r k was not under taken l i g h t l y . A s early 
as 1924 Bennett had gathered materia l for i t o n a conducted 
tour o f the Savoy H o t e l , and many o f his observat ions were 

1 See, for example, Walter A l len , Arnold Bennett, 1948. 
2 Correspondence Andre Gide-Arnold Bennett: Vingt ans d'amitié littéraire, 1911-19)1, 

ed. Linette F. Brugmans, Geneva, 1965. 
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i n c o r p o r a t e d i n the finished w o r k . 1 I n 1927 he conf ided i n 
a letter to his nephew that he p lanned to wr i te a ' b i g ' b o o k about 
hote l s , 2 a n d , appropr iate ly , t h o u g h t out parts o f i t i n the epical 
vastness o f Westminster A b b e y . 3 T h e n o v e l was really b e g u n , 
h o w e v e r , o n 25 September 1929, at a t ime w h e n Bennett was 
under considerable e m o t i o n a l a n d financial stress, a n d i n fa i l ing 
hea l th . 4 It is perhaps some i n d i c a t i o n o f what the Imperial Palace 
meant to h i m w h e n we recal l that i t was under these difficult 
circumstances the n o v e l was w r i t t e n , b e i n g comple ted short ly 
before his death. 

Unfor tunate ly most crit ics seem to have felt that Imperial 
Palace was hard ly w o r t h the effort. W a l t e r A l l e n has referred to i t 
as a 'g igant ic epic o f du l lness ' , 6 a n d even the m o r e usual ly 
tolerant Lafourcade wonders whether 'the theme was w o r t h so 
m u c h l abour , so m u c h indust ry , so m u c h ta lent ' . 6 J . G . H e p b u r n , 
h o w e v e r , is m o r e k i n d l y d isposed towards i t , b u t even he seems 
to feel its qual i ty falls short o f that o f the novels o f the five t o w n s . 7 

Nevertheless , t h o u g h so m u c h i n the n o v e l seems to bear out 
V i r g i n i a W o o l f ' s famous c r i t i c i s m o f Bennett , that he was a 
novel i s t w h o p a i d t o o m u c h attention ' to the fabric o f t h i n g s ' , 8 

the Imperial Palace is considerably m o r e than a s p r a w l i n g d o c u ­
mentary designed to g ive prestige to the cater ing trade. It is 
perhaps true that the nove l ' s p lo t , c o n c e r n i n g a spoi l t r i c h g i r l ' s 
pass ion for the manager o f a l u x u r y h o t e l , and her eventual 
re ject ion i n favour o f a l o w e r middle-class w o r k i n g g i r l , has a 
novelet t i sh , fairy-tale qua l i ty about i t ; i t may also be true the 
details o f hote l management , w h i c h Bennett f o u n d so fascinating, 
d o not appeal to m o s t readers i n quite the same w a y ; a n d i t is 
perhaps also true that the mul t i tude o f characters w h i c h Bennett 
created, whose c o m m o n p l a c e l ives a n d misfortunes p r o v i d e a 
b a c k d r o p for the m a i n t r iangular l o v e affair, are largely lifeless o r 

1 A r n o l d Bennett, Journals, ed. Frank Swinnerton, Melbourne, London, Balti­
more: Penguin Books, 1954, pp. 360-2. 

2 A r n o l d Bennett, Letters to His Nephew, 1936, p. 187. 
3 Reginald Pound, Arnold Bennett, 1953, p. 294. 
4 A r n o l d Bennett, Journals, p. 492. 
5 Walter Al len, Arnold Bennett, 1948, p. 35. 
6 Georges Lafourcade, Arnold Bennett: A Study, 1939, p. 287. 
' J . G . Hepburn. The Art of Arnold Bennett, Bloomington, Indiana, 1963, pp. 

15 3-4-
8 Virginia Woolf , ' M r . Bennett and Mrs. Brown ' , The Common Reader, 1925. 
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uninterest ing . Nevertheless , t h o u g h one w o u l d hesitate to cal l 
Imperial Palace a great n o v e l , i t is by n o means insigni f icant , and 
w h e n considered i n re lat ion to Bennett 's life a n d his attitude to 
art, its importance is c ruc ia l . 

I n Paris Nights Bennett descr ibed a Swiss l u x u r y h o t e l seen 
against the b a c k g r o u n d o f the A l p s i n these terms : 

I saw it i n the mass, rising i n an immense, irregular rectangle out o f a 
floor of snow and a background of pines and firs. Its details had 
vanished. What I saw was not a series o f parts, but the whole hotel, 
as one organism and entity. O n l y its eight floors were indicated by 
il luminated windows, and behind these windows I seemed to have a 
mysterious sense of its lifts continually ascending and descending. 
The apparition was impressive, poetic, almost overwhelming. It 
was o f a piece wi th the mountains. It had simplicity, serenity, grandeur. 
It was indisputedly and movingly beautiful. 

S ignif icantly , the l u x u r y h o t e l achieves its grandeur t h r o u g h the 
c o n t r o l o f one element b y another . T h o u g h the l u x u r y hote l 
is i n i tsel f aesthetically p leas ing , i t is nonetheless based o n 
' str ict ly ut i l i tar ian pr inc ip les — and r i g h t l y ' : 

E v e n when the grand hotel blossoms into r ich ornamentation, the aim 
is not beauty, but the attracting of clients. A n d the practical conditions, 
the shackles o f utility, i n which the architecture of hotels has to evolve, 
are extremely severe and galling. I n the end this w i l l probably lead to a 
finer form of beauty than w o u l d otherwise have been achieved. 

H e n c e , the g r a n d h o t e l is the ' s imple result o f an unaffected 
h u m a n act iv i ty , w h i c h h a d endeavoured to achieve an honest 
ut i l i tar ian end , and w h i l e succeeding, h a d succeeded also i n 
g i v i n g pleasure to a m i n d representative o f the t w e n t y - t h i r d 
c e n t u r y ' . 1 F o r Bennett , the characteristic beauty o f the l u x u r y 
hote l arises f r o m the necessity o f m a k i n g aesthetics serve u t i l i ­
tar ian ends ; i t is a magnif icent c o m p r o m i s e between art and life. 

W h a t Bennett h a d to say about l u x u r y hotels i n general is 
reflected i n his descr ip t ion o f one h o t e l i n part icular , the I m p e r i a l 
Palace. L i k e a l l hotels i t is a c o m p r o m i s e between a h o m e and a 
temporary l o d g i n g , an image o f b o t h f ixity and permanence. 
It exudes an atmosphere o f peace and t ranqui l i t y , b u t this super­
ficial serenity is the p r o d u c t o f the u n r e m i t t i n g t o i l o f a great 
n u m b e r o f people , whose indus t ry must be constant ly supervised 

1 A r n o l d Bennett, Paris Nights, 1913, pp. 219-20. 



22 J O H N M . M l ' N R O 

and kept under c o n t r o l . I n the l u x u r y hote l n o s in is m o r e heinous 
than obtrus ive b e h a v i o u r , especially o n the part o f the employees. 
N o t h i n g must be a l l o w e d to ruffle the surface ca lm. T h u s , w h e n 
an unfortunate inc ident occurs i n v o l v i n g a ' m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g ' 
about a fur deposited i n the ladies ' c l o a k r o o m , w h i c h results i n 
M i s s B r u r y , the g r o u n d floor housekeeper h a v i n g a fit o f hysterics, 
she is immediate ly d ismissed, a l though there was p r o v o c a t i o n 
e n o u g h to justify her b e h a v i o u r . 1 I n creating a scene, she had 
s inned against one o f the cardina l rules o f the h o t e l . D e c o r u m , 
c o n t r o l , restraint, are essential to the s m o o t h opera t ion o f the 
Imper ia l Palace, and those w h o w o r k there must learn to adjust 
their personalit ies and pr ivate l ives accord ing ly . Just as h o t e l 
architecture must c o n f o r m to 'pract ical cond i t ions , the shackles 
o f u t i l i t y ' , so must the employees o f l u x u r y hotels s u b m i t to 
s imi lar restr ict ions. 

T h e necessity o f adjustment is s imi lar ly suggested i n the ac t ion 
o f the n o v e l , for E v e l y n O r c h a m ' s re ject ion o f G r a c i e Savott i n 
favour o f V i o l e t P o w l e r is the narrative equivalent o f h o t e l 
architecture h a v i n g to submit to the 'shackles o f u t i l i t y ' . O f the 
t w o w o m e n , G r a d e is certainly the m o r e s t r i k i n g , but her per­
sonal i ty and b e h a v i o u r are b e y o n d c o n t r o l . G r a c i e is l aw u n t o 
n o one but herself. W h e n E v e l y n first meets her, she has exhausted 
the pleasure to be d e r i v e d f r o m car-rac ing, and she is a v i d for 
n e w and m o r e t h r i l l i n g sensations. She is attracted to E v e l y n , 
and persuades h i m to take her to the Smithf ie ld meat market . 
T h e r e , a m i d the gore and slab-l ike carcasses, G r a c i e responds 
immediate ly to that ' rude , p r i m e v a l , clean, ton ic m i c r o c o s m 
where w o r k was fierce and impass ioned ' , and moments later we 
learn what we have already suspected, that G r a c i e has ' l o v e d w i t h 
v io lence m o r e than once, but never wise ly ' (p. 22). A t a later stage 
i n the n o v e l she enthuses w i l d l y over the atmosphere o f the P r i n c e 
o f Wales 's Feathers, a p u b near Westmins te r B r i d g e , w h i c h she 
describes as 'rather a jo l ly place: strange, exot ic , r o m a n t i c ' 
(p. 67) and later s t i l l , w h e n she a n d E v e l y n are e n j o y i n g their 
i l l i c i t l o v e affair i n Par is , she runs a w h o l e g a m u t o f m o o d s , 
i g n o r i n g c o n v e n t i o n and o b s e r v i n g o n l y the dictates o f her 
c o m p u l s i v e a n d h i g h l y id iosyncrat ic personal i ty (pp. 463-73). 

1 Arno ld Bennett, Imperial Palace, 1930, pp. 47-8. A l l subsequent references to 
Imperial Palace are to this edition. 



B E N N E T T ' S I M P E R I A L P A L A C E ¿3 

G r a d e , h o w e v e r , is n o t s i m p l y an u n t h i n k i n g hedonist , 
c o m p u l s i v e l y gather ing her rosebuds where she may. O n the 
contrary , she has a coherent , personal p h i l o s o p h y , w h i c h she 
explains to E v e l y n d u r i n g the i n t e r m i s s i o n o f a concert they 
attend together i n Par is . It is based, she affirms, o n T r o w a r d ' s 
theory o f the ' d i v i n e creative m i n d ' , a n d then she cont inues : 

I f the divine creative mind is infinite, we are it. Y o u and me and all 
those people there. A n d these chairs we are it. Y o u and me, and all 
those people there. A n d these chairs and the lights from the chandelier. 
Everything. N o getting away from it. Y o u know, the electrons, 
whir l ing around. O f course they aren't the purest form of the divine 
mind , I mean the first original form. But some finer k ind of electrons 
are — that our electrons are made of. Must be. A n d they're every­
where and they're al l the same and all perfect and all w o r k i n g together, 
doing evolution. G o d isn't imperfect. I f you try hard and keep on 
trying you realize them. I can realize them now and then for half a 
minute. Then I can't, and then I have to begin and try again. But that 
half minute! 

A s E v e l y n listens to the mus ic he t o o experiences the c o n d i t i o n 
G r a c i e has descr ibed : 

The whole vast concourse of material flesh i n infinite gradations began 
to melt, to refine itself, to rarefy itself, into these spiritual electrons of 
which Gracie had spoken, glistening, scintillating, corruscating, as 
they whir led, immaterial at last, on their unfathomable errands in 
pursuance of the divine supreme plan. Individuality ceased; he was not 
he; Gracie was not she; nobody i n the auditorium was anybody. 
A l l were merged into a single, impersonal, shining, shimmering 
integrity o f pr imal mind. E v o l u t i o n had reversed, and at incredible 
speed swung back through aeons into the causal eternity before the 
W o r l d moved upon the waters and before even the waters were. 

B u t then the t r io ends, a n d T i m e resumes. ' M a t e r i a l flesh was 
f o r m e d , ' and ' ind iv idua l i t i e s separated themselves ' (pp. 395-7). 

I n E v e l y n ' s eyes G r a d e ' s p h i l o s o p h y is dangerous , and perhaps 
destruct ive , for i n not adapt ing to the circumstances o f c o n v e n ­
t i o n a l existence, she is w o r k i n g against progress . U n d e r her 
influence e v o l u t i o n reverses at ' incredib le speed' , back to a t ime 
'before the W o r d m o v e d u p o n the waters, and before even the 
waters were ' (p. 397). H e r quest is towards the s t i l l p o i n t at the 
centre o f the w h i r l p o o l : 'Be s t i l l , ' she insists, q u o t i n g f r o m the 
Psalms (73), an a d m o n i t i o n w h i c h puzzles Grac ie ' s father, whose 
characteristic p h i l o s o p h y o f ' d o g eat d o g ' , the s u r v i v a l o f the 
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fittest, is descr ibed i n chapter x x i v . It puzzles E v e l y n t o o , w h i c h 
is hard ly surpr i s ing , for b o t h he a n d M r Savott bel ieve i n p r o ­
gress. T h e hote l merger , w h i c h is one o f E v e l y n ' s major 
ambi t ions , is progress , a n d his job is to p u s h e v o l u t i o n f o r w a r d , 
not b a c k w a r d (p. 154). Grac ie ' s ' h a l f m i n u t e ' o f eternity m a y be 
i n t o x i c a t i n g ; her v i s i o n a r y ecstasy may even be essential to the 
t ru ly great artist — G r a c i e does i n fact become a wr i te r whose 
genius lies i n the percept ive i l l u m i n a t i o n o f isolated impress ions 
(pp. 4 2 8 - 9 ) — b u t h o w is this related to everyday experience? 
Bennett does not answer this quest ion , but i n h a v i n g E v e l y n 
reject G r a c i e i n favour o f V i o l e t , he impl ies that Grac ie ' s p h i l o ­
sophy is to say the least, inadequate. 

G r a c i e is a w o m a n w h o , to quote f r o m Yeats 's essay, ' T h e 
A u t u m n of the B o d y ' (1898), engages i n an 'ever m o r e arduous 
search for an a lmost d i s e m b o d i e d ecstasy' . 1 B u t just as Yeats 
came to recognize that this k i n d o f act iv i ty l ed to loss o f 'de l ight 
i n the w h o l e m a n — b l o o d , i m a g i n a t i o n , intel lect r u n n i n g 
together ' , as he noted i n ' D i s c o v e r i e s ' (1906), 2 Bennett also 
real ized. Yeats 's remedy was to pos i t as an ideal the ' m i n g l i n g 
o f contrar ies ' , b u t , as we have seen, Bennett ' s impulse was to seek 
not reconc i l i a t ion but c o m p r o m i s e . Consequent ly , t h o u g h 
V i o l e t is i n some respects a person i n w h o m the ant inomies o f 
experience are u n i t e d , her special h a r m o n y is the result o f restraint 
a n d c o n t r o l . 

E v e l y n 'd i scovers ' her w o r k i n g i n the l aundry , where she is a 
humane and capable superv isor . G o o d at her w o r k , she also has 
t ime for amateur dramat ics ; she has ' s turdy ankles, larg ish feet 
l ike those o f a classical sculpture ' and muscular shoulders . Y e t , 
w h e n transplanted to the m o r e sophist icated w o r l d o f the hote l , 
she uses make-up w i t h s k i l l , dresses w i t h taste, a n d is altogether 
f e m i n i n e ; her accent is , says Bennett , neither W e s t E n d n o r Eas t 
E n d (p. 61). Later , aware o f her increas ing interest i n E v e l y n , 
and h a v i n g received some encouragement f r o m h i m , she refuses 
to be carr ied away and manages to a v o i d neglect ing her w o r k . 
T h o u g h w o m a n e n o u g h to i n d u l g e herself i n her n e w l y - f o u n d 
happiness, she is s t i l l aware o f the fact that she is an employee o f 
the Imper ia l H o t e l : 

1 W . B. Yeats, Essays and Introductions, 19, p. 194. 
2 Ibid., p. 266. 
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'Not tonight,' she said to the desk. 'Tomorrow morning early. I
really couldn't tonight. Shall 1 ever be able to take my things off and
get into bed? I'm done in for ever. And 1 shall never have a moment's
peace again.' But she was saturated with a hardly tolerable bliss.
Through the terrifying felicity shot the thought: 'I must find time to go
up to Shaftesbury Avenue - tomorrow. Something's bound to want
altering, and you never know how long they'll take over it.' (pp. 608-9)

Thus, in spite of certain similarities, Violet differs from Yeats's
ideal in precisely the same way Byzantium differs from the luxury
hotel. Whereas Yeats had insisted on a kind of perfection where,
to quote from his poem 'Among School Children', the body 'is
not bruised to pleasure soul, / Nor beauty born out of its own
despair, / Nor blear-eyed wisdom out of midnight oil,' Violet's
virtue rests on the fact that she is able to subdue the woman in
her so as to fulfil her professional responsibilities. She is still
mindful of 'the shackles of utility''!

Violet is undoubtedly the thematic centre of the novel, but it is
Evelyn around whom the narrative revolves. Evelyn is the focus
of our attention, and it is in his development that we are primarily
interested. When we meet him he is a taciturn, somewhat des­
sicated image of systematic perfection. He is forbidding, not
much given to the exchange of pleasantries, ruthless in his way, a
little inhuman in his manifest dedication to the efficient manage­
ment of his hotel. When an accident occurs, which jars the smooth
functioning of his magnificent, well-oiled machine, such as the
incident involving Miss Brury and the fur, he reacts to the
situation with the dispassionateness of a well-trained mechanic,
simply replacing the malfunctioning part. 'The panjandrum,'
as Evelyn's employees call him, is respected; he inspires devotion,
but hardly affection. Previously married to an attractive but
neurotic wife, he had conducted himself with dignity and restraint
during their short time together, but had not, one feels, displayed
much tenderness. He is a good employer, certainly humane, but
aloof. Against this seemingly impregnable fortress of decorum
and efficiency Gracie attacks with all the considerable forces at

1 This characteristic is further emphasized at the end of the novel when Violet
opposes Evelyn's plan to take over a Queen Anne house near the hotel and trans­
form it into offices. 'I do like the house,' she says to Evelyn, 'but it isn't offices,'
the house is aesthetically pleasing, but quite unsuited to the purpose which Evelyn
proposes for it.
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her c o m m a n d , o v e r w h e l m s E v e l y n briefly, but is eventual ly 
defeated. Grac ie ' s enthusiastic i m m o d e r a t i o n may h o l d enchant­
ment for a t ime — and she does succeed i n a rous ing E v e l y n ' s 
l o n g - d o r m a n t emot ions — but her charms are valuable o n l y for 
their o w n sake. 

U n l i k e V i o l e t , whose attractiveness has the ut i l i tar ian effect o f 
c a l m i n g people 's nerves a n d i n s p i r i n g affection, w h i c h ensures 
the s m o o t h f u n c t i o n i n g o f the hote l , the effect o f G r a c i e is quite 
otherwise . W i t h her E v e l y n experiences f rustrat ion and i r r i t ­
ab i l i ty , and o n her account he is unable to pursue his business 
interests as effectively as he m i g h t , even i g n o r i n g them complete ly 
for a t ime. W h i l e E v e l y n and G r a c i e are together i n Par is , she is 
able to g ive herself up w h o l l y to the pleasures o f the m o m e n t , 
careless o f the passage o f t ime and the restraints o f c o n v e n t i o n a l 
society. F o r a br ie f m o m e n t E v e l y n t o o escapes f r o m the w o r l d , 
and 'merges i n t o a s ingle , impersona l , s h i n i n g , s h i m m e r i n g 
integr i ty o f p r i m a l m i n d ' , but inev i tab ly ' t ime resumes' , duty 
calls, and he returns to L o n d o n to resume his role o f hote l manager 
once more . 

It is characteristic that the c a m p a i g n for the repeal o f the l icens­
i n g laws s h o u l d be the means o f secur ing his re turn . E v e l y n 
l o o k s u p o n this r e f o r m not as an encouragement to i n t e m ­
perance but as a necessary step i n p r o v i d i n g more efficient service 
i n the catering business (pp. 328-9). H e refuses to p o n d e r the 
p r o b l e m whether or not the repeal is m o r a l l y justifiable, just as he 
refuses to pass judgement o n the ethical justif ication o f l u x u r y 
hotels . T h e quest ion whether the l u x u r y hote l is the ' lackey o f 
capita l i sm, cater ing to the parasit ism and c o r r u p t i o n o f the 
m o d e r n aristocracy o f w e a l t h ' is left unanswered. E v e l y n ' d i d n ' t 
k n o w . H e c o u l d n ' t decide. H e k n e w merely that he was g o i n g 
straight o n , ' c o n s o l i n g h imse l f w i t h the n o t i o n that 'there's a 
lo t o f th ings i n this w o r l d y o u ' l l never get the h a n g of. A n d 
o n l y id iots t ry ' (p. 630). 

I n short , E v e l y n ' s att itude to life is c o n d i t i o n e d by his bel ief 
that the mysteries o f the universe are impenetrable , and rather 
than attempt to solve t h e m , one s h o u l d s i m p l y carry o n , per­
f o r m i n g the duties relevant to one's place i n society as effectively 
as one can. F o r better o r for worse , one is judged i n terms o f 
one's usefulness i n catering to the tastes and demands o f the 
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society i n w h i c h one l ives . A d a p t a t i o n to e n v i r o n m e n t is the key 
to success. Just as D a r w i n i n his Origin of Species had affirmed that 
s u r v i v a l is granted o n l y to those organisms w h i c h are able to come 
to terms w i t h the circumstances i n w h i c h they are forced to l i ve , 
Bennett i n Imperial Palace p r o p o u n d s a s imi lar v i e w . F u r t h e r m o r e , 
just as D a r w i n deduced that this k i n d o f natura l selection must 
inev i tab ly b r i n g about the ' i m p r o v e m e n t ' o f organisms , i m p r o v e ­
ment w h i c h , he added, was always i n re lat ion to the condi t ions 
o f l i fe, so Bennett also believes : consider his descr ip t ion o f the 
g r a n d h o t e l i n Paris Nights. E v e l y n , a l i v i n g o r g a n i s m w h o has 
successfully adjusted to his e n v i r o n m e n t , is thus an i m p o r t a n t 
agent i n the e v o l u t i o n a r y process. 

T h e theory o f e v o l u t i o n has considerable relevance not o n l y to 
Imperial Palace, but to Bennett ' s l i terary career as w e l l . I n 1897, 
Bennett noted i n his Journals that : 

The novelist o f contemporary manners needs to be saturated wi th a 
sense of the picturesque in modern things. W a l k i n g do wn E d i t h Grove 
this afternoon I observed the vague, mysterious beauty of the vista o f 
houses and bare trees melting imperceptibly into a distance of grey 
fog. A n d then, i n K i n g ' s Road, the figures of tradesmen at shop doors, 
or children romping or stealing along mournfully, of men and women 
each totally different from every other and all serious, wrapt up in their 
o w n thoughts and ends — these seemed curiously strange and novel 
and wonderful. Every sense, even the commonest, is wonderful, i f 
only one can detach oneself, casting off all memory of use and custom, 
and behold it (as it were) for the first time, i n its right authentic 
colours; without making comparisons. The novelist should cherish 
and burnish this faculty of seeing crudely, simply, artlessly, ignorantly; 
of seeing l ike a baby or a lunatic, who lives each moment by itself 
and tarnishes the present by no remembrance of the past. 

T h a t is t o say, i t is the contemporary wr i ter ' s business to wr i te 
impress ionis t novels l ike Grac ie ' s . 

T w o years later, h o w e v e r , Bennett 's c o n c e p t i o n o f the 
novel ist ' s task had changed, for he notes i n his Journals for 1899 
that his 'desire is to depict the deeper m e a n i n g beauty w h i l e 
a b i d i n g by the envelope o f facts'. I n other w o r d s , he n o w seems 
to feel that i t is insufficient for the nove l i s t to project a h i g h l y 
i n d i v i d u a l i z e d , personal v i s i o n o f reality — to see l ike 'a baby 
or a lunat ic ' — he must also take i n t o cons iderat ion the 'facts', 
the o u t w a r d circumstances o f reality. B y i m p l i c a t i o n it appears 
that Bennett has changed his v iews as to the general status and 
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f u n c t i o n o f the artist. T h e artist, he seems to be saying, is not the 
isolated v i s ionary s u r v e y i n g m a n k i n d f r o m the seclus ion o f an 
i v o r y t o w e r ; he is a m a n speaking to m e n , l i v i n g i n society, and 
t a l k i n g about famil iar things w h i c h m e n w i l l readi ly understand. 
H e must come to terms w i t h his e n v i r o n m e n t , and w r i t e b o o k s 
w h i c h w i l l appeal to the reading p u b l i c as a w h o l e . F o r the reader 
to ask whether l iterature w r i t t e n under such circumstances is 
l i ke ly to be noble or edi fy ing is , i n terms o f the theory o f e v o l u ­
t i o n , as i rre levant as the b i o l o g i s t e n q u i r i n g whether a part icular 
o r g a n i s m is aesthetically pleasing. A c c o r d i n g to Bennett , the 
quest ion one s h o u l d ask o f l i terature, is whether i t is adapted to 
its e n v i r o n m e n t , for o n l y under such circumstances is i t l i k e l y to 
surv ive . F u r t h e r m o r e , not o n l y does adaptat ion i m p l y s u r v i v a l . 
A s Bennett 's descr ipt ion o f the l u x u r y hote l i n Paris Nights 
suggests, i t is also a c o n d i t i o n out o f w h i c h true beauty is l i k e l y 
to evo lve . G r a c i e prov ides enchantment for a t ime , but i t is 
V i o l e t , attractive i n her o w n r i g h t , b u t also useful i n terms o f the 
society i n w h i c h she l ives , whose beauty is the m o r e e n d u r i n g 
and ul t imate ly , therefore, m o r e p r o f o u n d . 

T h e necessity, indeed the n o b i l i t y , o f c o m p r o m i s e is also one 
o f the major themes o f Bennett ' s h a n d b o o k for wr i ters , The 
Author's Craft (1914). In discuss ing the p r o p e r ro le o f the artist 
i n re lat ion to his p u b l i c he considers the w h o l e quest ion o f 
popular i ty , and asks : 

Ought [the writer] to l imit himself to a mere desire for popularity, or 
ought he actually to do something, or to refrain from doing something, 
to the special end of obtaining popularity? Ought he to say: ' I shall 
write exactly what and how I l ike, without any regard for the public ; I 
shall consider nothing but my o w n individuality and powers ; I shall be 
guided solely by my o w n personal conception of what the public 
ought to l ike '? O r ought he to say: 'Let me examine this public, and 
let me see whether some compromise between us is not possible' P 1 

T h e answer Bennett gives is , o f course, that the wr i te r s h o u l d 
seek a c o m p r o m i s e : ' A n artist w h o demands apprec iat ion f r o m 
the p u b l i c o n his o w n terms, a n d o n none but his o w n terms, is 
either a g o d o r a conceited a n d i m p r a c t i c a l f o o l ' . . . ' T h e r e are 
t w o sides to every barga in , i n c l u d i n g the artist ic . T h e most fertile 
and the most p o w e r f u l artists are the readiest to recognize this , 

1 A r n o l d Bennett, The Author's Craft, p. 108. 
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because their sense o f p r o p o r t i o n , w h i c h is the sense o f order , is 
w e l l deve loped . ' Consequent ly , 'the sagacious artist, w h i l e 
respecting himself , w i l l respect the idiosyncrasies o f his p u b l i c , ' 
and w i l l reveal that 'mere cleverness of adaptabi l i ty w h i c h most 
first-class artists have e x h i b i t e d ' . 1 

A d a p t a b i l i t y , the abi l i ty to c o m p r o m i s e w i t h the w o r l d , is 
the lesson o f Imperial Palace; it is also the g u i d i n g pr inc ip le o f 
Bennett 's career as a novel i s t . It is u n l i k e l y that such an aesthetic 
credo w i l l appeal to many m o d e r n readers, and certainly, ac­
cus tomed as we are to the p r e v a i l i n g R o m a n t i c n o t i o n o f the artist 
as outs ider , the isolated v i s ionary s h o u t i n g his message f r o m the 
top o f Parnassus, Bennett ' s idea o f the novel ist ' s ro le seems 
o u t m o d e d , i g n o b l e o r eccentric . Nevertheless , there are signs that 
his v i e w may yet become popular . 

W r i t i n g i n a recent issue o f the ADE Bulletin, a journa l p u b ­
l i shed b y the A m e r i c a n A s s o c i a t i o n o f Depar tments o f E n g l i s h , 
Professor B r u c e Harkness w a r n e d that the p u b l i c w i l l demand an 
increas ingly larger share i n the admin i s t ra t ion o f A m e r i c a n 
colleges and univers i t ies , and w i l l become increas ingly impat ient 
w i t h the i v o r y t o w e r menta l i ty o f m a n y univers i ty professors, 
d e m a n d i n g that they be h e l d accountable for their b e h a v i o u r 
w h e n it appears to be at variance w i t h what the p u b l i c considers 
to be its best interests . 2 If, indeed , this is to be the pattern o f the 
future, Bennett ' s p h i l o s o p h y o f c o m p r o m i s e may yet find m o r e 
sympathetic ears, a n d Imperial Palace m i g h t even become requi red 
reading for a l l A m e r i c a n univers i ty teachers, r ep lac ing such 
p o p u l a r , l ibera l gospels o f n o n - c o n f o r m i s m as J . D . Sal inger 's 
Catcher in the Rye a n d J o h n U p d i k e ' s Rabbit Ram. A f t e r a l l , as 
Bennett h imse l f said, ' " t h e earth is the earth, and the w o r l d the 
w o r l d , and m e n m e n " , a n d we have to make the best o f i t ' . 3 

1 Ibid. , pp. 112-14. 
2 Bruce Harkness, 'The Chairman and the Dean' , ADE Bulletin, 19, October 

1968, 13-23. 
3 A r n o l d Bennett, The Author's Craft, p. 112. 


