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LECTURE I.

————

THE RIIE, GROWTH, MATURITY, AND PROSPECTR
OF ENGLISH LITERATURE, &e &ec

It would be easy to eull from ® The Curiosities of Literature,”
soma highly inberesting fachs conmected with the subject
chosen for this lecture § to compile from “Warton's Histery of
Poetry™—from *Haslitt's Spirit of the Age™—from the learned
paged of Hallam, snd other suthors, matter that would illus-
trake the rise, growth, matority, and prospects of Huglish
Literature. Buf our desire has been, not so much to avail of
the eriticisms of others, as to rely vn & clear mattor-of-fact
statement, by which we may be able to set forth the progress
of letters from our earliest annals to the present day.

Wo cannot promise mamy of the charme of novalty in this
undertaking, Here, ss cleewhere, we have preferred fruh to

iginality, snd in owr quest of the former, we have been
willing to rigk the sbeence of tho latter. The state of Litera-
fure is generally a fair index of the slate of Civilization in
every ecountry. Wa shall alsn find that what are frequently
called mational literery characteriatics, generally resolve them-
selves into little more than the mere development of Hteraiurs
under various stages of civilizgtion. A highly civilizad country
like England, for instance, cannot fail to pass through all these
phases of literature. The literature of one age of civilizsation
differing essentially from that of the next, and so on ; and this
fact wo shall goon have an oppertunity of exhibiting, as we
paza over the litevary history of our own country. We, there-
fore, doubt the propriety of determining the national literary
characteristios of any country, apart from its then state of
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2 THE EISE, GROWTH, MATURITY, AND PROSPROTE

civilization, and we can only justly compars the literatures of
two countries, when they are products of the same states of
civilization. Thers are many abetruse guestions, which natur-
ally arise, in connazion with the histery of & nation's Iiterniure,
Does the ape form the man, or the man form the age 7 might
ba a suitable query gt the outset. The appearancs of grest
men at groat epochs, is, cortainly, s coincidence favouring the
argument that the ape makes the man ; but, then, the age
which Facceeds the appearance of great men, is us frequently
made (88 it were) by them. Can this point ever be decided
when both propositions are in degree true 7 It may be neked,
whether Bhakspoars or Milton are expésitors of their respec-
tiva ages, or g0 much in advance of them, that it required a
future age to interpret their works aright?  We mather incline
to the opinion that some of the miner writers may more justly
be termed oxpositors of their own age—becauss they do not
rise above it—but that men of the gresbest genins are inwvuri-
ably found in advance of their own sge. Bo many difficulties
beset the philosophicsl discussion of this and similar problems,
thet we have preferred taldng (in the brief lecture bafore os)
& more matter-of-fack chronnlogical survey of the history of
English Ltersture, merking, &3 we proceed, the rise, growth,
and msturity of i various hmnches. We shall afterwards
add a few hints as to the fature prospects of literaturs in this
country, and conclude by some obssrvations chietly addressed
to the members of Literary and Beientific Societies.

First, then, wu shall sttempt to trace the origin and grewth
of English liberature, from the time of the Anglo-Saxon
Chroniclers to our own daya. To render this taek more easy,
we have subdivided this long pericd into nine intervals, in
each of which we find some grest name, or names, to mars the
literary era more distinetly. These intervals may be briefy
anumerated ne follows :—1et. The Anglo-Bazon period ; 2ndly.
The Anglo-Norman period ; 3rdly. The age of Chaneer ; 4thly.
The peried suceeeding Chaucer ; Sthiy, The age of Spenser
and Shakepeare ; Bthly. The age of Milton and Dryden ; 7thly.
The age of Pope and Addison ; 8thly. The sge of Thomson,
Goldsmith, snd Johnson ; 9thly., and finally. The sge of
Cowper, Burng, Beott, Byron, and Wordsworth, &e.
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To proceed with our task. In locking back to the times of
the Anglo-Baxon writers, we find the names of Gildas wnd
Nennius, as historians ; also, that of Bt Columbanus, a native
of Treland, whe, like his predeceassrs, composed chisfly in the
Latin tongne. He wrote mhg:onstraﬂmmdpoﬂq contri-
buting to the advancement of Christianity in western Europe,
and digd 4. n, 615,

The first Anglo-Baxon author of note, who wrote in his own
languags, is Cesdmon, & monk of Whithy. He was & genninae
post of the order of Burns, {originally & cowherd,) and sprung
from the sommen people. Hw productions are curious e
evinoing the rude charsoter of Anglo-Sazon poetry, whish
peams destitute of mepsure and rhyme, but 5o arranged, that
in every couplet thoro sheuld be two prineipal words begioming
with the same lettar. CUmdmon died sbout 4. b. 880,

A few names of inferior note bring down the Hist of Anglo-
Baxon writers to the venerable Bede. Many of the works of
these muthors being in Xabin, we tecd not particularize
them hers, Bede died at his Monsstery of Wearmouth, 4. b,
735, Eing Alfred is the next Anglo-Saxon suthor of note.
He appears to have trauslated into his own langusge, some of
the writings of hie predecessors, and it is Fupposed, that he
rendered aop's Fuhles, and the Paslma of Devid, into the
vernacular tongue. Eing Alfred died 4. p. 801, Alfrie, arch-
bishop of Canterbury, succeeded Alfrad se an important writer.
He composed meny homilies, and translated the seven first
booka of the Bible into Anglo-Baxon. He alin wrote 3 Latin
mmp,vh:chmaimdhnmmunthemb-mmnf
“the grammnarian,” Alfric died a. p. 1004,

Cynewulf, Bishop of Winchester ; Wulfstan, archbishop of
‘Iud:,mdmuthu:,hingdwnthalito!.!nﬂo-ﬂmn
writers to the time of the Conquest. The Anglo-Baxon Chroni-
cle, commencing from the time of Alfred and continued till the
reign of Henry IT., was the compogition of & variety of authore.

Here we must leave the Anglo-Ssxon, or first pariod of
English literature.

We now come {0 an epoch when sur languages was destined
to undergo a complets change, from the invagion of the Nor-
mans, end in the interim, for nearly two centuries, the mames
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of Norman Poets, men, as froquently natives of France, as of
England, are those which oeeur in the history of English libara-
ture. One of the chief of thess is Waoe, 8 native of Jersey.
About 1160, Wace, wrote in his native French, & narrative poem,
entitled “ Le Brut D'Angleterrs,” (Brotus of England). This
pesm was, in fact, a tranelation of the legendary history of
Gooffery of Monmouth, written a few years before in the Latin
tongue,

The poem of Wace, was translsted into English, in the form
of b metrical version, by Laysmon (& priest of Ernely on the
Bevarn). Tl:l.iutﬂnlhﬁun‘ which is supposed to have besn
completed sbout the end of the twelfth contury, shows that
rome alteration had then taken place in the language, evincing
& further resemblanes to the Anglo-Norman, or Enplish, of our
day. The thirteenth century produced & series of rhyming
chroniclara. Amgihmﬂﬁnﬂﬂn}mﬁofﬁlmm,md
Robert Manning, a3 the most conepicuous, 'The former
continued the History of England, in long rhymed lines
(alezandrines), but his productions are deseribed by M.
Warton sa destitube of art and imegination. Maoning flonr-
inhed in the latter part of the reign of Hdward L, and during
that of Edward II, He transiated s French book entitled,
“Manuel des Péches™ {the handling of sina,) the composition of
William de Wadington ; also & French chronicle of England,
by Peter de Langtoft. The verse adopted in the labter is
shorter than that of Robert of Gloncester, making an spproach
to the ceto-eyllabic stanza of modern times. The English
Ianguage baving now risen into seme consideration, became
the vehiele of metrien]l romaness. We may date these from
the reign of Edward IT., thﬁﬁmdthnehullmngganmﬂy
translations from the French. This species of compogition
Hourished till the clese of the fifteenth century ; and though
the precize anthors of these romances are much disputed, and
the date of each production wery difficnlt to determine, yet
there appears no doubf, that these early ballads are the
originals of those handed down amongst the eommon people in
our days.

Among these may be reckoned, * Bir Tristrem,” * Life of
Alezander the Great,” “King Horn," #8ir Grey,” * The Bquire
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of Low Degree,” " 8ir Dagore,” * King Robert of Bicily,” “The
King of Tare,” “Impomedon™ and © La Meort d'Arthur,” &e,

Hitherto we have described Engligh posiry in the form of
chronicle and romance alone, In the reign of Henry IIL of
England, and Alexander [I. of Beotland, we first trace the
dawmn of miscellaneous pogtry. Laurence Minot, (about 1350),
composed & geries of short poems on the vietories of Fdward ITI
About the same time, Richard Rolle, a hermit of the order of
Bt. Augustine, living nesr the ounnery of Hampole, (four
milgs from Doncaster), wrote metrical paraphrases of
of seripture, and an original poem, entitled the * Pricke of
Conacience,” We ara not certain that thiv latier production was
written by him in any olber than the Latin tongue, though
soon after tranelated into English.

Robert Longlande, about the aame period, wrote “ The Visinn
of Pierce Ploughman,” This ir 8 most remarkable production
of the age, being a representation of the doctrines which wera
gilently bringing about the Reformation. Pierce is represented
a4 falling asleep on the Malvern hills, and secing & saries of
visions, wherein the corrupinns of socieby, but parbicularly
thosa of the Church and Clergy, are set forth with mueh bit-
ternera.

In thi post we find & recurrenee of the allibarstion, which
characterised the AngloBaxcen poetry, snd the langusge is
considored purer English than that mads use of by Chauncer.

This must ¢lose our notice of the Anglo-Norman, or second
peried of English [iteratura.

We now come to the father of English poatry, whoss name
hae just been mentioned, and who was destined to found on
the imperfact models which his native langmags already con-
tained, & more enduring fabric of immortal verse.

Chauncer did not become noterigns until Danie, Pebraroh,
and Boocascio, had shed & glory over Itslipn liferaturs, and,
undoubtadly, from them he csught some of his inspiration.
It was lofi for him to accomplish, in the delineation of English
life and character, as represented in hig inimitable “ Oanterbury
Tales,"” what Boccaecio had done for Ilalian manners, in his
% Decameron.”  We canmot now dwell upon this interesting
subject ag wo could desire, but will merely state, that the best
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of Chaucer's works, *the Canterbury Tales," are supposed fo
have been composed at Woodstock, when the venerable poet
was sbout sixty years of age. He died in London, 25th Oct.,
a. . 1400, and was buried in Weatminster Abbey, being the
firat of those (lustrious poste whose ashes repose in that mag-
nificent sepulchre,

Contemporary with Chaucer was John Gower; but he was
destined to bo aclipsed by the fame of the greater poet. John
Barbour, nrchdescon of Aberdeen, lived in the ame age, and
his chief poemn, entitled @ The Pruce,” conteining 7000 rhym-
ing octo-ayllsbic couplots, is s metrical history of King Robert
L., of Scotland.

Ta these Beotch chroniclers, we may add the names of Wyn-
town and ® Blind Harry." Of the latbor personage nothing ia
known, except the fact of his being blind from infancy. Ha
appears to have been & poor unlettered man, who celebrated
the expleits of Wallacs in rude verse.

Mitherto, we have said little aboat the prose writers of this
ars, chiefly, beeause they scareely had an existonce prior to the
reign of Edward IIT, Bir John Mandevilla, who wrobe &
marvellous aceount of his travels, ia one of the firsé of thees.
The translations of the old and new Testaments, by Wickliffe,
fror the Iatin version, waa & most ntervating and remyricahbla
work of this age. Wicklifie died 4. p, 1384,

These few notices muet close our review of the third peried
of English literature, previously designated the age of Chaucer,

From the great increase of writers, who subsequently arise,
we ghall be compelled to treaf of them in a more general
mgnner than hitharbe, to omit all mention of meny of them,
snd to Fpeek more of authors in the aggregate, in connexion
with the age in which they lived, than of their individual
claims fo diskinetion,

Jamer I, of Seotland, taken prisener in his boyhood by
Henry 1Y, spent ninetesn yoars in England, and studied the
works of Chawcer, During his imprisonment he composed
“ The King's Quhair,” or Book, descriptive of his attachment to
the danghter of the Earl of Somerset, whom he frequently saw
walking in 8 garden, adjacent to his spartments in Windsor
Caatle, and to whom he was afterwards married. This accom-
plished Prince was sssassinated at Perth, & p, 1427,



