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DISCOURSE.

My, President and Gentlemen
of the Virginia Histories! Sociefy :

When 1 received the invitation io deliver your annual
dizcourse, I was so well aware that I could not bring to
the task that fullness of knowledge which is essential to
do justice to the subject, that my firsl impulse was fo
decline the hooer, highly as T esteemed it.  But, upon
subsequent reflection, it struck we that T might perhaps
render wseful aid to your Society, by ealling public at-
tention, in zeme degrec, to the great impotance of the
hjects of your purswit, and the high valve of sueh labors
not only to ourselves, but to others. 1 eannot be aceused
of error in bhearing such testimony to the great objects of
your pursutt, by those who reflect vpon their nature and
tendencies. For surely one of the highest offices that
man can render to his race, 14 to store up the experence
and the ideas of the present generstion for the wses of
those which are to suceeed 1t, and to render such trea-
sures of the past accessible {0 Lis eolemporaries.  Next
in importance to him who first conceives the egreat
thought, or ariginates the high example, stands the man
who preserves the example and perpetuates the thought
for the everlasting vse and possegsion of the generations
Awhich are to succeed him. It §s through maen's capacity
to use the experience and the thoughts of his fellows,
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and to store up and accumulate such treasures by adding
the present stock to that of the past, that he mainly
secures the means of the progress snd growth which so
distinguish him from ait other animals. To ascertain the
extent of the development which the human race may
atipin by the use of soch means, we have only to com-
pare the Anglo-Saxan, the Celt or the Teuton of to-day,
with his rude anceutors, whe roamed throngh the forests
of Gaul, or of Germany, as described to us by Cesar and
Tacitus. (I will not take the more striking comparizson
between the Bushman or Fetish worshiper of Africa with
his civilized cotemporary, becanse that might be sscribed
more to 2 dilference of race than of cullivation, to which
alone [ refer at present. The first prescnls a case quite
strong enough (or the purposes of illustration, as there is
aimost a8 much difference between the former and pre-
sent condition of the races, as between the first and Jast
state of the statue man, imagined by the French philoso-
pher to awaken, sense by sense, into existence, until he
stoodd completely clothed in all the atéributes of humanity.)
Take, then, the cavage ancestor and the civilized de-
scendant and compare them, sense with sence, end faculty
with faculty, and how vast is the diffevence! The vision
of the first was hounded by the limits of the sensible
horizon; o few miles upon earth, and some of the larger
ohjecta in the heavens alone were visible to him, whilst
he was entirely unconscious of the myriads of beings,
living and moving within and aronnd him.  The vision
of the last penetrates into the very depths of space, and
discovers worlds and systems of worlds, all unknown to
his rode progenitor; he weighs their substance, measures
their dimensions, and calculates their motions, with an
accuracy which the other hardly attained with regard to
the objects of his immediate contact; or, turning his
magic glass, he explores a mieroeoam in the almost infin-



DISCOTREE. &

itesimal atom, and becomes sensible of mynada of beings,
whao people it and give it life. How many more times,
then, is the Jast a man, as compared with the first, if
tested by the sense of sight alone! Tried by the facul-
ties of physical strength and metion, the difference is
still as great in his favor. He directs and controls the
most subile and pawerful physical agencies, and imprisuns
caplives far mightier than Samson, who grind blindly at
kis mill. Stll more weonderful is his superiority in the
means of communicating with kis fellow. His thoughts
are exchanged in seconds over distances through which
formerly they could not have been communicated in
months; and he himeelf flies along the earth with a
speed greater than the horse, and perhaps equaling 1hat
of the bird. Tn this vast increase of the means for accu-
mulating strength and for association amongst men, how
much greater is the amount of power which falls to the
share of the civilized individual than that to which the
savage ancestor could by possibility have aspired!
Doubtless the wild man of the woods could distinguaish
between sounds, as pleasant or unpleasant, gs grave or
gay, but what sense had he of the hidden harmonies
which floated in the air around him?  Did he dream that
the very air which he breathed could be modulated into
sounds which aubdue the senses by their tones, and stir
the eoul to its inmost depthy, speaking in the only univer-
gal langwage known to man, with an unerring concord,
and a certainty of expression which the onginal curse of
Bahel has never reached fo confuse or destroy? 8o, too,
he must have had some idea of the beautiful, in the forms
of things; hut it was as transitory as the lights and sha-
dows which fitted by him, To fix the idea ere it fled,
and reproduce it in forms more eloquent then words; to
make sentient the cold impassive stone, and to embalm
emotions and sentiments in hghts borrowed from heaven,



73 BIECOURKE,

would have been indeed to.him apn “art and a faculty
divine,'" so fur did i transeend his power of execotion,
Nar is the superiority of the laet over the former genera-
tion of the men of whom 1 have heen speaking, less
striking in a moral, than in & physical point of view.
Copceptions over which 3 Newlon, or a Leibnitz, or
Bernouilli, or Euler, toiled in hiz study, are now the
daily exercises of boye e college; and thé higher and
subtler analysis of La Grange, ne La Place, 15 probably
destined o be mastered with equal facility hereafter.
Ideas whose arigination cozt so much {0 a Plate, er an
Aristotle, a Bacon, & Des Cartes, or a Kant, are now the
coramon property of the world, and thousands vnderstand
thovghts which probably not one of them could have
dizcovered

In times of peace, and since the invention of printing,
it may almost be said that each gencration starts from the
point that the Jast had attained; and if' in cemparing the
present with the past, we find se vast a diffevcnce in
favor of the existing reneration of men, with what proud
hopes may we net be justly bespived for the future pro-
gress of cus vace! If the difference helween the iwe
generations whom I have comparcd be such as would
seem to a superficial obzerver to indicate a superior na-
ture in the last, what may we not vighttully expect of
future improvement, when we think of the greater oppor-
tunities for progress which each suscesding generation
will enjoy ? A proud thought this, but not toe prowd, if
we remember, with becoming grefitude and homility, o
whose power it is that we owe these fbeulties and oppor-
tunities, and endeavor to FulBll the conditions npon whick
alone such a promise ceuld have been given. One of
these condilions undoubtedly js, that we shoald preserve
the experience and the [deas of the past and the present,
for the nse of the future. Witheut this faculty of one
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man to use and poszess himself of the example and ideas
of another, eur race could never have veached the point
to which it has aleeady altained ; ond withost the means
af preserving theso examples and these ideas, that faculty
conld nol be exercised,  To presorve fhese s the histo-
rian's funetion, vours, Sir, apd that of the Soeiety over
which vou preside.

I have already said that Frate the historian next only
in point of importance to him [rom whom first emanates
the great example, or high conception, and who. by orig-
inal discovery, extends the bovndaries of human thought;
and to this extent I think experience will fully bear me
aut.  The historian iz the treasurer who stores away and
preserves the moral wealth of the human race, and hoards
ups the ideas and conceptions which are os essential to its
spintual growth and elevation. as material means are to
its physical existence.  But there is one great and never
to be forgotten difference between the two species of
wealth, moral and material, which leaves no doult as to
the superior value of the forimer.  In the fiest, each may
enjoy all, and yel leave no smaller individugl share to
another; it is not conspmed by its vse, and suffers no
foss by division: in the last, when one takes o part, less
is left for his neighbor.  In the first, the hreadest social-
ism is practicable, the property is improved from ita poe-
session by many, eod soch s the law of s increase and
grawth; in the latter, indiridual and exclusive possession
of apart seems to be the law of the growth of the whole,
and hence arise manifold difficulties, to which I may per-
haps allude, hut cannot in thiz plaee develop. In afew
words, the difference between the two, is all the differ-
ence between the finite and the infinite.

I have dwelt somewhat upon this topic, even at the
risk of seeming metaphysicsl, becavse T felt that T was
gouching upon a subject which is hardly enough consid-



