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The Art Of Talking

The charm of  conversation chiefly depends upon the adaptability of  the
participants. It is a great accomplishment to be able to enter gently and
agreeably into the moods of  others, and to give way to them with grace and
readiness.

The spirit of  conversation is oftentimes more important than the ideas ex-
pressed. What we are rather than what we say has the most permanent
influence upon those around us. Hence it is that where a group of  persons are
met together in conversation, it is the inner life of  each which silently though
none the less surely imparts tone and character to the occasion.

It requires vigorous self-discipline so to cultivate the feelings of  kindness and
sympathy that they are always in readiness for use. These qualities are essen-
tial to agreeable and profitable intercourse, though comparatively few people
possess them.

Burke considered manners of  more importance than laws. Sidney Smith
described manners as the shadows of  virtues. Dean Swift defined manners
as the art of  putting at ease the people with whom we converse. Chesterfield
said manners should adorn knowledge in order to smooth its way through
the world. Emerson spoke of  manners as composed of  petty sacrifices.

We all recognize that a winning manner is made up of  seemingly insignifi-
cant courtesies, and of  constant little attentions. A person of  charming man-
ner is usually free from resentments, inquisitiveness, and moods.

Personality plays a large part in interesting conversation. Precisely the same
phraseology expressed by two different persons may make two wholly differ-
ent impressions, and all because of  the difference in the personalities of  the
speakers.
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The daily mental life of  a man indelibly impresses itself  upon his face, where
it can be unmistakably read by others. What a person is, innately and habitu-
ally, unconsciously discloses itself  in voice, manner, and bearing. The world
ultimately appraises a man at his true value.

The best type of  talker is slow to express positive opinions, is sparing in crit-
icism, and studiously avoids a tone or word of  finality. It has been well said
that "A talker who monopolizes the conversation is by common consent insuf-
ferable, and a man who regulates his choice of  topics by reference to what
interests not his hearers but himself  has yet to learn the alphabet of  the art.
Conversation is like lawn-tennis, and requires alacrity in return at least as
much as vigor in service.

A happy phrase, an unexpected collocation of  words, a habitual precision in
the choice of  terms, are rare and shining ornaments of  conversation, but they
do not for an instant supply the place of  lively and interesting matter, and an
excessive care for them is apt to tell unfavorably on the substance of  dis-
course."

When Lord Beaconsfield was talking his way into social fame, someone said
of  him, "I might as well attempt to gather up the foam of  the sea as to con-
vey an idea of  the extraordinary language in which he clothed his descrip-
tion. There were at least five words in every sentence that must have been
very much astonished at the use they were put to, and yet no others apparent-
ly could so well have expressed his idea. He talked like a racehorse approach-
ing the winning-post--every muscle in action, and the utmost energy of
expression flung out into every burst."

We are told that Matthew Arnold combined all the characteristics of  good
conversation--politeness, vivacity, sympathy, interestedness, geniality, a happy
choice of  words, and a never-failing humor. When he was once asked what



was his favorite topic for conversation, he instantly answered, "That in which
my companion is most interested."

Courtesy, it will be noted, is the fundamental basis of  good conversation. We
must show habitual consideration and kindliness towards others if  we would
attract them to us. Bluntness of  manner is no longer excused on the ground
that the speaker is sincere and outspoken. We expect and demand that our
companion in conversation should observe the recognized courtesies of
speech.

There was a time when men and women indulged freely in satire, irony, and
repartee. They spoke their thoughts plainly and unequivocally. There were no
restraints imposed upon them by society, hence it now appears to us that
many things were said which might better have been left unsaid. Selfres-
traint is nowadays one of  the cardinal virtues of  good conversation.

The spirit of  conversation is greatly changed. We are enjoined to keep the
voice low, think before we speak, repress unseasonable allusions, shun whatev-
er may cause a jar or jolt in the minds of  others, be seldom prominent in con-
versation, and avoid all clashing of  opinion and collision of  feeling.

Macaulay was fond of  talking, but made the mistake of  always choosing a
subject to suit himself  and monopolizing the conversation. He lectured rather
than talked. His marvelous memory was perhaps his greatest enemy, for
though it enabled him to pour forth great masses of  facts, people listened to
him helplessly rather than admiringly.

Carlyle was a great talker, and talked much in protest of  talking. No man
broke silence oftener than he to tell the world how great a curse is talking.
But he told it eloquently and therein was he justified. There was in him too
much vehement sternness, of  hard Scotch granite, to make him a pleasant



talker in the popular sense. He was the evangelist of  golden silence, and
though he did not apparently practice it himself, his genius will never dimin-
ish.

Gladstone was unable to indulge in small talk. His mind was so constantly
occupied with great subjects that he spoke even to one person as if  address-
ing a meeting. It is said that in conversation with Queen Victoria he would
invariably choose weighty subjects, and though she tried to make a digres-
sion, he would seize the first opportunity to resume his original theme, al-
ways reinforced in volume and onrush by the delay.

Lord Morley is attractive though austere in conversation. He never dogmatiz-
es nor obtrudes his own opinions. He is a master of   phrase-making. But al-
though he talks well he never talks much.

The story is told that at a recent dinner in London ten leading public men
were met together, when one suggested that each gentleman present should
write down on paper the name of  the man he would specially choose to be his
companion on a walking tour. When the ten papers were subsequently read
aloud, each bore the name of  Lord Morley.

Lord Rosebery is considered one of  the most accomplished talkers of  the day.
Deferential, natural, sympathetic, observant, well-informed, he easily and un-
consciously commands the attention of  any group of  men. His voice is said to
recommend what he utters, and a singularly refined accent gives distinction
to anything he says. He is a supreme example of  two great qualifications for
effective talking: having something worth while to say, and knowing how to
say it.

Among distinguished Canadians, Sir Thomas White is one of  the most inter-
esting speakers. His versatile mind, and broad and varied experience, enable



him to converse with almost equal facility upon politics, medicine, finance,
law, science, art, literature, or business. Dates, details, facts, figures, and illus-
trations are at his ready command. His manner is natural, courteous, and ge-
nial, but in argumentation the whole man is so thoroughly aroused to
earnestness and  intensity as almost to overwhelm an opponent. His greatest
quality in speaking is his manifest sincerity, and it is this particularly which
has ingratiated him in the hearts of  his countrymen.

The Honorable Joseph H. Choate must certainly be reckoned among the best
conversationalists of  our time. His manner, both in conversation and in public
speaking, is singularly gracious and winning. He is unsurpassed as a story-
teller. His fine taste, combined with long experience as a public man, makes
him an ideal after-dinner speaker.

Some eminent men try to mask their greatness when engaged in conversa-
tion. They do not wear their feelings nor their greatness on their sleeves.
Some have an utter distaste for anything like personal display. It is said of  the
late Henry James that a stranger might talk   to him for an entire evening
without discovering his identity.

There is an interesting account of  an evening's conversation between Emer-
son and Thoreau. When Thoreau returned home he wrote in his Journal:
"Talked, or tried to talk, with R.W.E. Lost my time, nay, almost my identity.
He, assuming a false opposition where there was no difference of  opinion,
talked to the wind." Emerson's version of  the conversation was this: "It
seemed as if  Thoreau's first instinct on hearing a proposition was to contro-
vert it. That habit is chilling to the social affections; it mars conversation."

Conversation offers daily opportunity for intellectual exercise of  high order.
The reading of  great books is desirable and indispensable to education, but
real culture comes through the additional training one receives in conversa-



tion. The contact of  mind with mind tends to stimulate and develop thoughts
which otherwise would probably remain dormant.

The culture of  conversation is to be recommended not only for its own sake,
but also as one of  the best means of  training in the art of  public speaking.
Since the best form of  platform address today is simply conversation enlarged
and elevated, it may almost be assumed that to excel in one is to be proficient
in the other.

Good conversation requires, among other things, mental alertness, accuracy
of  statement, adequate vocabulary, facility of  expression, and an agreeable
voice, and these qualities are most essential for effective public speaking. Ev-
eryone, therefore, who aspires to speaking before an audience of  hundreds or
thousands, will find his best opportunity for preliminary training in everyday
speech.


