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HE 3g68, WCCall barbarous,
prefent us with many a fubject

. of curious fpeculation. What,
for inftance, is more remarkable than
the Gothic CHivaLry ? or than the
fpirit of Romance, which took its rife
from that fingular inftitution?,

Nothing in human nature, my dear
friend, is without its reafons. The modes
B and
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and fathions of different times may ap=-
pear, at firlt fight, fantaftic and unac-
countable. But they, who look nearly
into them, difcover fome latent caufe-of
their production.

«¢ Nature once known, no prodigies remain,”

as fings our yhilofophical bard; but to
come at this knowledge, is the difficulty.
Sometimes a clofe attention to the work-
ings of the human mind is fufficient to
lead us to it: Sometimes more than
that, the diligent obfervation of what
pafies without us, is neceflary.

This laft I take to be the cafe here.
The prodigies, we are now contem-
plating, had their origin in the barbarous
ages. Why then, fays the faftidious
modern, look any farther for the reafon ?
Why not refolve them at once into the

ufual caprice and abfurdity of barbarians?
This,
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L

This, you fee, is a fhort and com-
modious philofophy.  Yet barbarians
have their own, fuch as it is, if they are
not enlightened by our reafon. Shall
we then condemn them unheard, or
will it not be fair to let them have the
telling of their own ftory?

Would we know, from what caufes
the inftitution of Chivalry was derived ?
The time of its birth, the fituation of
the barbarians, amongft whom it arofe,
muft be confidered: their wants, de-
figns, and policies muft be explored :
We muft inquire when, and where,
and how it came to pafs that the weftern
world bécame familiarized to this Pro-
digy, which we now ftart at.

Another thing is full as remarkable,
and concerns s thore néarly. The
fpirit of Chivalry, was a fire which foon

B 2 ipent
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{pent itfelf: But that of Romance, which
was kindled at it, -burnt long, and con-
tinued its light and heat even to the po-
liter ages.

The greateft geniufes of our own and
foreign countries, fuch as Ariofto and
Taffo in Italy, and Spenfer and Milton
in England, were feduced by thefe bar-
barities of their forefathers; were even
charmed by the Gothic Romances. Was
this caprice and abfurdity in them? Or,
may there not be fomething in the Go-
thic Romance peculiarly fuited to the
views of a genius, and to the ends of
poetry ? And may not the philofophic
moderns have gone too far, in their per-
petual ridicule and contempt of it ?

To form a judgment in the cafe, the
rife, progrefs, and genius of Gothic Chi-
valry muft be explained.

The
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The circumftances in the Gothic fic-
tions and manners, which are proper to
the ends of poetry (if any fuch there be)
muft be pointed out.

Reafons, for the decline and rejection
of the Gothic tafte in later times muft
be given,

You have in thefe particulars both
the SupjeEcT, and the PLAN of the
following Letters.

LETTER I,

Look upon Chivalry, as on fome
mighty River, which the fablings

of the poets have made immortal. It
may have {prung up amidft rude rocks,
and blind deferts., But the noife and
rapidity of its courfe, the extent of
country it adorns, and the towns and
B3 palaces
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palaces it ennobles, may lead a traveller
out of his way and invite him to take a
view of thofe dark caverns,

unde fuperne
lurimus Eridani per fylvam volvitur amnis.

I enter, without more words, on the
e ;
.ubjc‘& I began to open to youin my
laft Letter. ‘

The old inhabitants >of thefe North-
Weft parts of Europe were -extremely
given to the love and exercife of arms.
The feats of Charlemagne-and our Ar-
thun, in particular, were fo famous as
in later times, . when books:of Chivalry
were compoled, to afford a principal fub=
ject to. the writers of themu

But CurvarLry, properly fo called,
and under the idea « of a diftin& mili-
“ mry order; conferred inthe way-of

« inveft-
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« inveftiture, and accompanied with
« the folemnity of an oath and other
« ceremonies, as defcribed in the old
« hiftorians and romancers,” was of
later date, and feems to have {prung im-
mediately out of the FEupaL CoNsTI-
TUTION.

The rirsT and moft fenfible effect
of this conftitution, which brought a-
bout fo mighty a change in the policies
of Europe, was the erection of a prodi-
gious number of petty tyrannies. For,
though the great barons were clofely
tied to the fervice of their Prince by
the conditions of their tenure, yet the
power which was given them by it over
their own numerous vaflals was fo
great, that, in effet, they all fet up
for themfelves; affetted an indepen-
dency; and were, in truth; a fort of
abfolute fovereigns, at leaft with regard
te one another. Hence, their mutual

B 4 aims
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aims and interefts often interfering, the
feudal ftate was, in a good degree, a
ftate of war: the feudal chiefs were in
frequent enmity with each other: the
feveral combinations of feudal tenants
were fo many feparate armies under
their head or chief: and their caftles
were fo many fortrefles, as well as pa-
laces, of thefe puny princes.

In_ this fate of things one fees, that
all imaginable encouragement. was. to
be given to the ufe of arms, under every
different form ‘of attack and' defence,
according as the fafety of thefe different
communities, or the ambition of their
leaders, might require. ..And this con=
dition of the times, I fuppofe, gave rife
to' that military inftitution, which we
know by the name of CHivaLry,

FurTHER, there being little or no

fecurity to be had amidit fo many. reft=
lefs
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lefs fpirits and the clathing views of a
neighbouring, numerous, and indepen-
dent nobility, the military difcipline of
their followers, even in the intervals of
peace, was not to be relaxed, and their
ardour fuffered to grow cool by a total
difufe of martial exercifes. And hence
the proper. origin of JusTs and TUR-
NAMENTS ; ;thofe images of war, which
were kept up in the caftles of the barons,
and, by an ufeful policy, converted into
the amufement of the knights, when
their arms were employed on no {erious
occafion,

I'call this the proper origin of Jufts
and Turnaments; for-the date of them
is carried no higher, -as far as I can find
even in France (where unqueftionably
they made their firft appearance) than
the year 1066 ; which was not till after
the introduction of the feudal govern-

ment intp that country.  Soon after, in-
deed,
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deed, we find them in England and in
Germany ; but not till the feudal policy
had fpread itfelf in thofe parts and had
prepared the way for them.

You fee, then, my notion is, that
Chivalry was no abfurd and freakith in-
ftitution, but the natural and even fober
effeCt of the feudal policy; ‘whofe tur-
bulent genius breathed nothing but war,
and was fierce and military even in its
amufements.

I leave you to revolve this idea in your
own mind. You will find, I believe, a
reafonable foundation for it in the hiftory
of the feudal times, and in the fpirit of
the feudal government.

L E T-
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LETTER IL

F the conjeQure, I advanced, of the

rife of Chivalry from the circum-
ftances of the feudal governwment, be
thought reafonable, it will ncw be eafy
to account for the feveral CHARACTER=~
1sTics of this fingular profeffion.

I. « The paffion for arms; the
< {pirit - of enterprize ; the honour of
s« knighthood ; the rewards of valour;
« the fplendour of equipages;” in fhort,
every thing that raifes our ideas of the
prowefs, gallantry, and magnificence of
thefe fons of Mars is naturally and eafily
explained on this fuppofition.

Ambition, intereft, glory all con-
curred, under fuch circumitances, to
produce thefe effects, The feudal prin~
ciples’ could terminate in nothing elfe.

And




|
|{ 12 LETTERS ON

And when, by the neceffary operation
of that poliey, this turn was given to the
thoughts and paflions of men, ufe and
fathion would do the reft; and carry
them to all the excefles of military fa-
naticifm, which are painted fo ftrongly,
but fcarcely esaggerated in the old Ra-
mances.

For inftance, one of the ftrangeft cir-
cumitances in thofe books, and .which
looks moft like a mere extravagance of
the imagination, is that of the women-
warriors, with which they all abound.
Butler in his Hudibras;, who faw it in
this light, ridicules it, as a moft unna=
tural idea, with great fpirit. Yet in
this reprefentation they did- but copy
from the manners of the times. Anna
Comnena tells us, in the life of her fa-
ther, that the wife of Robert the Nor-
man fought fide by fide with her huf-
band, in his battles; that the would

rally
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rally the flying foldiers, and lead them
back to the charge: And Nicetas ob-
ferves that, in the time of Manual Com-
nena, there were in one Crufade many
women, armed like men, and on horfe-

back.

What think you now of Taflo’s Clo-
rinda, whofe prodigies of valour I dare
fay you have often laughed at? Or,
rather what think you of that conftant

pair,

< Gildippe, & Odoardo amanti e fpofi,
¢ In valor d’arme, ¢ in lealtd famofi ?”’
C. iii. S. 40.

II. < Their romantic ideas of juftice;

« their paffion for adventures; their
« eagernefs to run to the fuccour of
¢« the diftrefled; and the pride they
¢ took in redrefling wrongs, and re-
‘ moving grievances ;” All thefe diftin-
guifhing




14 - DETTERS ON

guifhing chara&ers of genuine Chivalry
are explained on the fame principle.
For, the feudal ftate being a ftate of war,
or rather of almoft perpetual violence,
rapine, and plunder, it was unavoidable
that, in their conftant fkirmifhes, ftra-
tagems, and furprizes, numbers of the
tenants or followers of one Baron fhould
be feized upon and carried away by the
followers of another: And the intereft
each had to prote&t his own, would of
courfe introduce the point of honour in
attempting by all means not only to re-
taliate on the enemy, but to refcue the
captive fufferers out of the hands of their

oppreflors.

It would be méritorious; in the higheft
degree; to fly to their affiftance; when
they knew where they were to be come
at; or to feek thém out with diligence,
when they did not. This laft fervice
they called, Going in quef of adventuress

5 which
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which at firft, no doubt, was confined
to thofe of their own party, but after-
wards, by the habit of acting on. this
principle, would be extended much far-
ther. So that, in procefs of time, we
find the Knights errant, as they were
now properly ftyled, wandering the
world over in fearch of occafions on
which to exercife their generous and
difinterefted valour,

Ecco quei, che le charte empion di fogni,
Lancilotto, Triftano, egli altri erranti.

III. « The courtefy, affability and
“ gallantry, for which thefe adventurers
¢« were {o famous, are but the nataral
¢ effe@ts and confequences of their fi-
¢ tuation.”

»

For the caftles of the Barons were,
as I faid, the courts of thefe little fove-
reigns, as well as their fortreffes ; and

the
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the refort of their vafials thither, in ho-
nour of their chiefs, and for their owd
proper fecurity, would make that civility
and politenefs, which is feen in courts
and infenfibly prevails there, a predo-
minant part in the character of thefe af«

femblies.

This is the poet’s own account of

- - - - court and royal citadel,

The great fchool- maiftreffe of all Courtefy.
BoHE Cor 9k

And again, more largely in B. v1. c. i.
s, I.

Of Court it feems men Courtefie doe call,
For that it there moft ufeth to abound ;
And well befeemeth that in Princes hall
That Virtue fhould be plentifully found,
‘Which of all goodly manners is the ground
And roote of civil converfation :
Right fo in faery court it did refound,
W here courteous knights and ladies moft did won
Of all on earth, and made a2 matchlefs paragon.

For
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For Faery Court means the reign of

1
had under-

B

Chivalry ;- which, it feents,
gone a fatal revolution before the age of
o

Milton, who tells us that Courzefy

1 n

-~ =15 fco“f" found in lonely 11‘-1:?-;

- o

Vith fmoaky I\LKWT‘, 1an in YID Hl) halls

And courts of princes, w huﬁ it firlt was nam’d,

-

And yet is moft pretended. Mask,

Further, The free commerce of the
ladies, in thofe knots and circles of the
great, would operate fo far on the ftur-
dieft knights as to give birth to the attens
tions of gallantry. But this gallantry
would take a refined turn, not only from
the neceflity there was of mai intaining

the ftri&t forms of decorum, amidfta pro-
mifcuous converfation under the eye of
the Prince and in his own family ; but
alfo. from the inflamed fenfe they muft
needs have of the frequentoutrages com-
mitted, by their neighbouring'¢lans of ad-

2 verfaries,
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verfaries, on the honour of the Sex, when
by chance of war they had fallen into
their hands. Violations of chaftity be-
ing the moft atrocious crimes they had
to charge on their enemies, they would
pride themfelves in the glory of being its
protetors : And as this virtue was, of all
others, the faireft and ftrongeft claim of
the fex itfelf to fuch protection, it is no
wonder that the notions of it were, in
time, carried to {o platonic an elevation.

Thus, again, the great matfter of Chi-
valry himfelf, on this {fubjedt,

Tt hath been thro’ all ages ever feen,

That, with the praife of arms and chivalry,
The prize of beauty ftill hath joined been 3

And that for reafon’s fpecial privity:
For either doth on other much rely ;

For HE mee feems moft fit the fair to ferve,
That can her beft defend from villany 3

And SHE moft fit his fervice doth deferve,
That faireft is, and from her faith will never

fwerve,
SPENSER, Bi1v. C. v.

Not
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Not but the foundation of this refined
gallantry was laid in the antient manners§
of the German nations. Ceafar tells us
how far they carried their practice of
chaftity, which he feems willing to ac-
count for on political principles. Howa=
ever that be, their confideration of the
fex was prodigious, as we fee in the hif:
}

~mpire;

tory of their irruptions into the I
where, among all their ravages and de-
vaftations of other forts, we find they re-
ligioufly abftained from offering any vio-
lence to the honour of the women,

1v. It only remains to account for that
« charaéter of Religion,” " which was fo
deeply imprinted on the minds of all
knights and was effential to their inftitu-
tion. - We are even told, that the love of
God and of the Ladies went hand in hand,
in the duties and ritual of Chivalry.

C2 Two
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Two reafons may be afﬁgned for this

{ingularity,

Firft, the fuperftition of the Times;
in which Chivalry arofe ; which was fo
great that no inftitution of a public na-
tute could have found credit in the
world, that was not confecrated by the
Church-men, and clofely interwoven
with religion.

Secondly, the condition of the Chrif-
tian world; which had been harafied
by long wars, and had but juft recovered
a breathing-time from the brutal ravages
of the Saracen armies. The remem-
brance of what they had lately fuffered
from thefe grand enemies of the faith,
made it natural and even neceflary to
engage a new military order on the fide
of religion.

And
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And how warmly this principle, a 2eal
Jfor z.f."wdf""?/fb, was acted upon by the pro-
feffors of Chivalry, and how deeply it
entered into their ideas of the military
Chara&er, we {ce from the term {o con-
ftantly ufed by the old Romancers, of
RecREANT Knight; by which they
meant to exprefs, with the utmoft foree,
their difdain of a daftard or vanquithed
knight. For many of this order falling
into the hands of the Saracens, fuch of
them as had not imbibed the full Spirit
of their profeffion, were induced to re-
nounce their faith, in order to regain their
liberty. ‘Thefe men, as finning againit
the great fundamental laws of Chivalry,
they branded with this name ; a name of
complicated reproach, which implied a
want of the two moft eflential qualities
of a Knight, CourAGE and FarTH,

And here, by the way, the reafon ap-
pears why the Spaniards, of all the Euro-
C 3 peans,
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peans, were furtheft gone in every cha-
ra&eriftic mac‘ 1efs oftwc chivalry. To
all the other confiderations, here men-
tioned, their fanaticiim in every way
was efpecially inftigated and kept alive
by the memory and neighbourhood of
their old infidel invaders.

And thus we feem to have a fair ac-
count of that ProwEss, GENEROSITY,
GaLanTRry, and Revricion, which
were the peculiar and vaunted charaéte-
riftics of the purer ages of Chivalry.

Such was the ftate of things in the
weftern World, when the erufades to
the holy land were fet on foot. Whence
we fee how well prepared the minds of
men were for engaging in that enterprize.
Every object; that had entered into the
views of the inftitutors of chivalry, and
had been followed by it’s profefiors, was
ncw at hand to inflame the military and

3 religious
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religious ardor of the knights, to the
utmoft. And here, in fa&t, we find the
ftrongeft and boldeft features of their
genuine character : Daring to madnefs,
in enterprizes of hazard : Burning with
zeal for the delivery of theoppreffed; and,
which was deemed the height of religrous
merit, for the refcue of the holy city out
of the hands of infidels : And, laftly, ex-
alting their honour of chaflity fo high as
to_profefs celibacy; as they conftantly
did, in the feveral orders of knighthood
created on that extravagant occafion.

LETTER IV,

'\ HAT think you, my good
friend, of my laft learned Let-
ter? Don’t you begin to favour this con-
jeCture, as whimfical as it may feem, of
the rife and genius of knight-errantry?

3 But
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i But you afk me where I learned the
E feveral particulars, on which I form this
‘ profound fyftem. You are willing, I
1 perceive, to advance on fure grounds ;
and call upon me to point out to you
the authorities, from which I pretend
to have collected the feveral marks and
characteriftics of true chivalry,

Your requeft is reafonable, and I ac-
knowledge the omiffion in not acquaint-
ing you that my information was taken
from it’s proper Source, the old Romances.
Not that I fhall make a merit with you
in having perufed thefe barbarous vo-
lumes my {cif; much lefs would I im-
pofe the ungrateful tafk upon you.
i Thanks to the cariofity of certain painful
| colleCtors, this knowledge may be ob-

tained at a cheaper rate.” And I think
it fufficient to refer you to a learned and
very elaborate Memoir of a French wri-

ter,
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ter, who has put together all that is re-
quifite to be known on’ this fubject.
Materials are firft laid in, before the Ar-
chitect goes towork ; and if the ftructure,
I am here raifing out of them, be to your
mind, you will not think the worfe of
it; becaufe I pretend not, myfelf, to have
worked in the quarry. In a word, and
to drop this magnificent allufion, if T ac-
count to you for the rife and genius of
chivalry, it 1s all you are to expe&t : For
an idea of what chivalry was in itfelf, you
may have recourfe to the xx tom. of
the Memoirs of the Academy of Inferiptions
and belles Lettres.

And with this explanation I return to
my proper bufinefs.

Suppofing my idea of chivalry to be
fairly given, the conjeture I advance on
the origin and nature of it, you incline to
think, may deferve to be admitted. Bat

you
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youn may, serhaps, admit it the more
readily if you refle&, ¢« That there is
« g remarkable c<t1‘:‘:f}‘;ondcziw between

« the manners of the old heroic times,

« gg painted by their great romancer,
« Homer, and thofe which are repre-
« {ented to us in the books of modern

¢ knight-errantry.” A fa&, of which
no good account, I believe, can be gi-
ven but by the affiftance of another, not
lefs certain, ¢ That the political ftate of
« Greece,in the earlier periods of it’s
« ftory, was fimilar in many refpects to
« that of Europe, as broken by the feu-
« dal fyftem into an infinite number of

¢ petty indcpcndcnt govcmmcnts.”

It is not my defign to encroach on the
province of the learned perfon [a], to
whom I owe this hint, and who hath un-
dertaken, at his leifure, to enlarge upon

[4] Sec the Memoir jult quoted.
it.
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it. Butfome few circumftances of agree-
ment between the beroic and gothic man-
ners, fuch as are moft obvious and occur
to my memory, while I am writing, may
be worth putting down, by way of fpeci-

men only of \\”’ 1t may be expefted from

a'profefied inquiry into this curious fub-

J\,Lv.iv.

And, FirsT, ¢ the military enthufi-
“ afm of the Barons is but of a piecc
¢« with the fanaticifm of the Heroes.’
Hence the fame partlcmamty of dcfcnp-
tion in the account of battles, wounds,
deaths in the Greek poet, as in the go-
thic rotancers. Hence that perpetual
fucceffion of combatsand deeds of arms,
even to fatiety, in the Iliad : And hence
that minute curiofity in the difplay of
their drefles, arms, accoutrements, which
appears fo ftrange, in that poem. The
minds of all men, being occupied and
in a manner poffefled with warlike ima-
ges
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ges and ideas, were much gratified by the
poet’s dwelling on the very flightett cir-
cumftances of thefe things; which now,
for want of their prejudices, appear cold
and unaffeting to modern readers.

But the correfpondency holds in more
particular confiderations. For

2. ““ We hear much of Knights-errant
¢ encountering Grants, and quelling Sa-
« wages, in books of chivalry.”

Thefe Giants were oppreffive feudal
Lords, and every Lord was to be
met with, like the Giant, in his ftrong
hold, or caftle. Their dependants of a
lower form, who imitated the violence
of their {uperiors, and had not their caf-
tles, but their lurking-places, were the
Savages of Romance. The greater Lord
was called a Giant, for his power ; the
lefs, a Savage, for his brutality.,

All
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7

All this is fhadowed out of the gothic
tales, and fometimes exprefled in plain
words. The objects of the knight’s ven-
geance go indeed by the various names of
Giants, Paynims, Saracens, and Savages.
But of what family they all are, is clear-
ly feen from the Poet’s defcription.

What Mifter wight, quoth he, and how far hence
Is he, that doth to travellers fuch harms?
He is, faid he, 2 man of great defence,
Expert in battle, and in deeds of arms 3
And more embolden’d by the wicked charms
With which his daughter doth him ftill fupport;
Having great Lordfhips got and geodly farms
Thro” firong oppreffion of his pow’r extort;
By which he ftill them holds and kceps with ftrong
effort.

And daily he his wrong encreafeth meore :
For never wight he lets to pafs that way
Over his bridge, albee he rich or poor,
But he him makes his paffage-penny pay :
Elfe he doth hold him back or beat away.

Thereto
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Thereto he hath a Groom of evil Guife

Whofe fcalp is bare that bondage doth bewray,

Which polls and pills the poor in l)i[L(H]‘ wife,
But he himfelf upon the rich doth tyrannize.

SpeEnsER, B. v. C. ii.

Here we have the great oppreflive
Baron' very gr:x;whfcni!" fet ‘forth: And
the Groom of evil gu
Baron’s vaffal. The romancers, we fee,
took no great liberty with thcfc refpecta-

ble perfonages, when they called th; one

fe is as }‘1 ainly the

a Giant, and the other a Savage.
g

« Another terror of the gothic ages
Jlers, Dragons, and Ser pents.’

Thefe {tories were received in thole daye
for feveral'reafons : 1. From the vulgai

belief of enchantments: 2. From their

¢ yvwace N

.
Wdo, LViU

being reported on the faith of Eaftern
tradition, by the adventurers into the

holy land: 3. In flill Jater times, from
the
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the ftrange things told and believed, o
the difcovery of the new world.

This lait confideration we find em-
ployed by Spenfer to give an air of pro-
bability to his Faery tales, in the preface
to his fecond book.

Now in all thefe refpects Greek anti-
quity very much refembles the Gotl
For what are Homer’s Leftrigons, and

Cyclops, but bands of lawlefs {avages,

o

with, each of thcm a Giant of enormous
fize at their head? And what are the
Grecian Bacchus, Herculcs, and The
feus but Knights-errant, the exat coun-
ter-parts of Sir Launcelot and A
de Gaule?

¢

the

For this interpretation we have
authority of our great Poet.

Such




g2° LETTERS ON

Such firft was BaccHus, that with furious might
’ )
All th’Eaft, before untam’d, did overcome;,
And wrong reprefled and eftablifh’d right,

Which lawlefs men had formerly fordonne

Next Hercuies his like enfample (hew’d,

Who all the Weft with equal conqueft wonne,

And monftrous tyrants with his club fubdu’d,
The club of juftice drad, with kingly pow’r endu’c
B. v. C. i

]

Nay, could the very caftle of a Gothi¢
giant be better defcribed than in the
words of Homer,

High walls and battlements the courts inclofe,
ates defy a hoft of foes.

Od. B. xvir, ver. 318.

And the ftrong g

And do not you remember that the
Grecian worthiers were, in their day, as
’ Y
famous for encountering Dragons and
: o te)
quelling Monfters of all forts, as for {up=
prcfﬁng Giants ?
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~— per hos cecidere juftd
Morte Centauri, cecidit tremendze
Flamma Chimare.

3. ¢ The oppreflions, which it was
the glory of the knight to avenge, were
frequently carried on, as we are told, &y
the charms and enchantments of women.”

Thefe charms, we may fuppofe, are
often metaphorical; as exprefling only
the blandifhments of the fex, by which
they either feconded the defigns of their
Lords, or were enabled to carry on de-
figns for themfelves. Sometimes they
are taken to be real ; the ignorance of
thofe ages acquiefcing in fuch conceits.

And are not thefe ftories matched by
thofe of Calypfo and Circe, the enchan-
trefles of the Greek poet ?

Still they are conformities more di=
rectly to our purpofe.

4. ““ Robbery and Pyracy were ho-

nourablein both ; fo far were they from
D refle®ing
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refleting any difcredit on the antient
or modern redreffes of wrongs.”

What account canbe given of this,
but that, in the feudal times and in the
early days of Greece, when government
was weak and unable to redrefs the fre-
quent injuries of petty fovereigns, it
would be glorious for private adventu-
rers to undertake this work ; and, if they
could accomplith it in no other way, to
pay them in kind by downright plunder
and rapine ?

This in effect is the account given us,
of the fame difpofition of the old Ger-
mans, by Cefar. < Latrocinia, fays he,
nullam habent infamiam, quz extra fines
cujufque civitatis fiunt.” And the reafon
appears from what he had juft told us—
in pace, nullus eft communis magiftra-
tus ; fed principes regionum atque pago-
rum inter filos jus dicunt, controverfiaf-

que
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que minuunt.” De bello Gall. L vi.

§ 21.

5. Their manners, in another refpett,
were the fame. ¢ Baftardy was in credit
with both.” They were extremely watch=
ful over the chaftity of their own women;
but fuch as they could feize upon in the
enemy’s quarter, were lawful prize. Or,
if at any time they tranfgrefled in this
fort at home, the heroic ages were com=
plaifant enough to cover the fault by an
ingenious fition. The offspring was
reputed divine.

Nay, fo far did they catry their indul-
gence to this commerce, that their great=
eft heroes were the fruit of Goddefles
approached by mortals; juft as we hear
of the doughtieft knights being born of

Fairies.

6. Isit not ftrange, that, together with
the greateft fiercenefs and favagenefs of
charater, ¢ The utmoft generofity, hof-

D2 pitality,
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pitality, and courtefy fhould be imputcd
to the heroic ages?” Achilles was at
once the moft relentlefs, vindictive, im-
placable, and the friendlieft of men.

We have the very fame reprefentation
in the Gothic Romances, where it is al-
moft true what Butler fays humoroufly
of thefe benign heroes, that

They did in fight but cut work out
T’ employ their courtefies about.

How are thefe contradictions to be re~
conciled but by obferving, that, as in thofe
lawlefs times dangers and diftrefles of all
forts abounded, there would be the fame
demand for compafiion, gentlenefs, and
generous attachments to the unfortunate,
thofe efpecially of their own clan, as of
refentment, rage, and animofity againft
their enemies?

7. Again: Confider the martial Ganes,
which antient Greece delighted to cele-
i " brate
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brate on great and folemn occafions: And
{ee if they had not the fame origin, and
the fame purpofe, as the Tournaments of
the Gothic warriors.

8. Laftly, < the paffion for adven-
tures, fo natural in their fituation, would
be as naturally attended with the love of

praife and glory.”

Hence the fame encouragement, in
the old Greek and Gothic times, to pane-
gyrifts and poets; the BarDs being as
welcome to the tables of the feudal
lords, as the AOIAOI of old, to thofe of
the Grecian heroes.

And, as the fame caufes ever produce
the fame effects, we find that, even fo late
as Elizabeth’s reign, the favage Irith (who
were much in the ftate of the antient
Greeks, living under the anarchy, ra-
ther than government, of their number-
lefs puny chiefs) had their rhymers in

D3 principal
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principal eftimation. It was for the rea-
fon juft given, for the honour of their
panegyrics on their fierce adventures and
{ucceffes. And thus it was in Greece.

For chief to Poets fuch refpect belongs
By rival nations courted for their Songs 3
Thefe, ftates invite, and mighty kings admire
Wide as the Sun difplays his vital fire,

Od. B. xvir,

CESILER Y

HE purpofe of the cafual hints;

fuggefted in my laft letter, was
only to thew that the refemblance be-
tween the heroic and Gothic ages is very
great.  And tho’ you fay true, that igno-
rance and barbarity itfelf might account
for fome circumftances of this refem-
blance, yet the parallel would hardly
have held {o long, and run fo clofely, if
the civi/ condition of both had not been
much the fame.

So
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So. that when we fee a fort of chivalry
fpringing up among the Greeks, who
were conféfledly in a ftate refembling
that of the feudal barons, and attended
by the like fymptoms and effets, is it
not fair te conclude that the chivalry of
the Gothic times was owing to that com-
mon correfponding ffate, and received
it'’s chara&er from it ?

And this circimftance, by the way,
accounts for the conftant mixture, which
the modern critic efteems fo monftrous,
of pagan fables with the fairy tales of Ro-
mance. Thepaflion for antient learning,
juft then revived, might feduce the claf=
fic poets, fuch as Spenfer and Taflo, for
inftance, into this practice ; but the fimi-
lar turn and genius of antient manners
and of the fi¢tions founded upon them,
would ‘make it appear eafy and natural

in all.
D 4 Iam




40 LETTERS ON

Tam aware, as you object to me, that,
in the affair of Religion and Gallantry,
the refemblance between the hero and

knight is not fo ftriking.

But the religious character of the
knight was an accident of the times, and
no proper effect of his ¢;v7/ condition.

" And that his devotion for the fex thould
fo far furpafs that of the hero, is a frefh
confirmation of my fyftem.

For, tho’ much, no doubt, might be
owing to the different humour and ge-
nius of the Eaft and Weft, antecédent
to any cuftom and forms of government,
and independent of them, yet the confi-
deration had of the females in the feu-
dal conftitution will, of itfelf, account
for this difference. It made them capa=
ble of fucceeding to fiefs as well as the

men.
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men. And does not one fee, on the in-
ftant, what refpet and dependence this
privilege would draw upon them ?

It was of mighty confequence who
fhould obtain the grace of a rich heirefs.
And tho’, in the ftri¢t feudal times, the
was {uppofed to be in the power and dif-
pofal of her fuperior Lord, yet this rigid
ftate of things did not laft long; and,
while it did laft, could not abate much
of the homage that would be paid to the
fair feudatary.

Thus, when intereft had begun the
habit, the language of love and flattery
would foon do the reft. And to what
that language tended you may {ee by the
conftant ftrain of the Romances them-
felves. Some diftreflfed damfel was the
{pring and mover of every knight'sadven-
ture. She was to be refcued by his arms,
or won by the fame and admiration of
his prowefs. The




jo. LETTERS ON

The plain meaning of all which was
this : 'That, as in thofé turbulent feudal
times a protector was neceflary to the
weaknefs of the fex, fo the courteous
and vilorous knight was to'approve him-
felf fully qualified for that office. And
we find, he had other motives to fet him
on work than the meré’ charms and
graces, though ever {o bewitching, of the

perfon addrefied.

Hence then, as I fuppofe, the cuftom
was introduced : and, when introduced,
you will hardly wonder it thould ope-
rate much longer and farther than the
reafon may feem to require, on which
it was founded.

In conclufion of this topic I muft juft
obferve to you, that the two poems of
Homer exprefs in.the livelieft manner,

1d were intended to expofe, the capital
mifchiefs

AT
sil
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enifchiefs and - inconveniences arifing
from thé political flate of old Greece:
The Hliad, the diffenfions that naturally
{pring up amongft a number of indepen-
dent chiefs; And the Odyfiey, the info-
lence of their greater fubjects, more ef-
pecially when unreftrained by the pre-
fence of their {overeign.

Thefé wete the fubjeCts of his pen.
And can any thing more exaltly refem-
ble the condition of the feudal times,
when, on occafion of any great enter-
prize; as that of the Crufades, the de-
figns of the confederate Chriftian ftates
were perpetually fruftrated; or interrupt-
ed at leaft, by the diffenfions of theit
leaders 5 and their affairs at home as per-
petually diftrefled and difordered by the
rebellious ufurpations of their greater
vaflals ?

So that Jerufalem was to the Euro-

pean,"what Troy had been to the Gre-
cian




4 LETTERS ON

cian Princes.  And you will now, I be-
lieve, not be furprized to find that

aflo’s immortal poem was planned after
the model of the Iliad.

Lelabal -k R VI

ET it be no furprize to you that,
L in the clofe of my laft Letter, I
prefumed to bring the Gierufalemme
Jiberata into competition with the Iliad,

So far asthe heroic and Gothic manners
are the fame, the pi¢tures of each, if
well taken, muft be equally entertain-
ing. But I go further, and maintain
that the circumftances, in which they
differ, are clearly to the advantage of the

Gothic defigners.

You fee, my purpofe is to lead you
from this forgotten chivalry to a more
amufing
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amufing fubje&, I mean the Poetry we
ftill read, and which was founded up-
on it.

Much has been faid, and with great
truth, of the felicity of Homer’s age, for
poetical manners. But as Homer was a
citizen of the world, when he had feen in
Greece, on the one hand, the manners
he has defcribed, could he, on the other
hand, have feen in the weft the man-
ners of the feudal ages, I make no doubt
but he would certainly have preferred
the latter. And the grounds of this pre-
ference would, I fuppofe, have been
«« The improved gallantry of the feudal
« zimes; and the fuperior folemnity of
“ their fuperfiitions.”

If any great poet, like Homer, had
lived amongft, and fung of, the Gothic
knights (for after all Spenfer and Taflo
came too late, and it was impofiible fot

them
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them to paint truly and perfectly what
was no longer feen or believed) this pre-
ference, I perfuade myfelf, had been ve-~
ry fenfible. But their fortune was not

fo ha ppy.
«-=- omnes illacrymabiles

Urgentur, ignotique longa
Nocte, carent quia vate facro.

As it is, we may take a guefs of what
the fubjet was capable of affording to
real genius from the rude fketches we
have of it, in the old Romancers. And
it is but looking into any of them to be
convinced that the gallantry, which in-
{pirited the feudal times, wasof a nature
to furnith the poet with finer fcenes and
fubjecs of defcription in every view, than
the fimple and uncontrolled barbarity of
the Grecian.

The principal entertainment arifing
from the delineation of thefe confifts in
the
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the exercife of the boifterous paffions,
which are provoked and kept alive from
one end .of the Iliad to the other, by
every imaginable {cene of rage, revenge,
and flaughter. In the other, together
with thefe, the gentler and more hu-
mane affetions are awakened in us by
the moft interefting difplays of love and
friendfhip ; of love, elevated to it’s no-
bleft heights ; and of friendthip, operat-
ing on the pureft motives. The mere
variety of - thefe paintings is a relief to
the reader, as well as writer. But
their beauty, novelty, and pathos give

them a vaft advantage, on the compa-
rifon.

= Confider, withal, the furprizes, acci-
dents, adventures which probably and
naturally attend on the life of wanderin g
knights ; the occafion there muft be for
defcribing the wonders of different coun-
tries, and of prefenting to view the man~
ners

s
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ners and policies of diftant ftates: all
which make fo confpicuous a part of the
materials of the greater poetry.

So that, on the whole, tho’ the {pirit;
paffions, rapin, and violence of the two
fets of manners were equal, yet there was
a dignity, a magnificence, a variety in the
feudal, which the other wanted.

As to religious machinery, perhaps the

1 1
popular fyftem of each was equally re-
mote from reafon, yet the latter had
fomething in it more amufing, as well as
more awakening to the imagination.

The cutrent popular tales of Elves
and Fairies were even fitter to take the
credulous mind, and charm it into a will-
ing admiration of the fpecious miracles,
which wayward fancy delights in, than
thofe of the old traditionary rabble of pa+
gan divinities. And then, for the more

folemn
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folemn fancies of witchcraft and incan-
tation, the horrors of the Gothic were
above meafure ftriking and terrible, The
mummeries of the pagan priefts were
childifh, but the Gothic Enchanters thook
and alarmed all nature.

We feel this difference vety {enfibly
in reading the antient and modern poets.
You would not compare the Canidia of
Horace with the Witches in Macbeth.
And what are Virgil’s myrtles dropping
blood, to Taflo’s enchan:ed foreft?

Ovid indeed, who had a fincy turn’d
to romance; makes Medea, in a rant,
talk wildly. But was this the common
language of their other writers? The
eénchantrefs in Virgil fays cooly of the
very chiefeft prodigies of her charms
and poifons,

His ego fepe lupum fieri, & fe condere fylvis

Mcerin ; fzpe anin. as imis excire fepulchris,

Atque fatas alio vidi tr iducere meiles.

E The
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The admirable poet has given an-air
of the marvellous to his fubjeét, by the
magic of his expreffion.  Elfe, what do
we find here, but the ordinary effects
of melancholy, the vulgar fuperftition of
evoking Spirits, and the fuppofed influ-
ence of fafcination on the hopes of rural

induftry.

Non ifthic obliquo oculo mihi commoda quif-
quam
Limat----

fays the poet of his country-feat, as if
this fecurity from a fafcinating Eye were
a fingular privilege, and the mark of a
more than common good fortune.

Shakefpear, on the other hand, with a
terrible fublime (which not fo much the
energy of his genius, as the nature of his
fubject drew from him) gives us another
idea of the rough magic, as he calls it, of
fairy enchantment.

- I have



CHIVALRY. o

---- I have bedimm’d
The noon-tide Sun, call’d forth the mutinoug
windss
And ’twixt the green fea and the azure vaulé
Set roaring war ; to the dread ratling thundes
Have I giv'n fire, and rifted Jove’s flout oak
‘With his own bolt:: The ﬂ:‘;‘d‘;:} bas’d promori«
tOry
Have I made fhake.and by the{purrs pluck’d up
The Pine and Cedar: Graves, at my command;
Have open’d, and Tet forth their {1 epefs----
The laft circumftance, you will fay,
is but the anzmas imis excire fepulchris of
the latin poet: But a very fignificant
word ‘marks the difference. The pagan
necromancers had a hundred lttle tricks
by which they pretended to call up the
ghofts, or fhadows of the dead : but
thefe, in the ideas of paganifm, were
quite another thing from Shakefpear’s

Sleepers.

This may ferve for a_caft of Shakef-
pear’s magic. And Ican’t but think
E 2 that;
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that, when Milton wanted to paint the
horrors of that night (one of the nobleft
parts in his Par (l({{/t Regained) which the
Devil himfelf is feigned to conjure upin
the wildernefs, the Gothic language and
ideas helped him to work up his tempeft
with fuch terror.  You will judge from
thefe lines:

Z=- nor ftaid the terror there;
Infernal ghofts and hellifh furies round
Environ’d ; fome how!’d, fome yell’d, fome
fkriek’d,
Some bent at thee their fiery darts---

But above all from the following,

Thus pafs’d the night fo foul, till morning fair
Came forth with pilgrim fteps in amice gray,
Who with her radiant finger {till’d the roar

Of thunder, chas’d the clouds, and laid the winds
And griefly [peéters ===

' Where the radiant finger poins at the

potent wand of the Gothic magicians,
il which
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which could reduce the calm of nature,
upon occafion, as well as difturb it;
and the griefly [peclers laid by the ap-
proach of morn, were apparently of
their raifing, as a fagacious critic per-
ceived when he took notice ¢ how very
<« injudicious it was to retail the popular
« fuperflition in this place [e].”

After all, the conclufion is not to be
drawn fo much from particular paflages,
as from the general impreffion left on our
minds in reading the ancient and modern
poets. And thisis fo much in favour of
the Latter, that Mr. Addifon fcruples
not to fay, < The Ancients have not
« much of this poetryamong them; for,
¢c indeed (continues he)almoft the whole
<« fubftance of it owes it’s original to the
¢« darknefs and fuperftition of later
¢ ages--Our forefathers looked upon na-

[¢] In Dr. Newton’s edition.

E 3 ¢ ture
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¢ ture with more reverence and horror,

¢« before the world was enlightened by
¢ learming and phiiofophy, and loved to
¢ aftonifh themfelves with the apprehen-
¢ fions of Witchcraft, Prodigies,Charms,
¢ and enchantments. There was not 2
¢ village in England, that had not 2
$ Ghoftin it; the churchyards were all
¢ haunted, every large common had a
¢« circle of fairies belonging to it, and
¢¢ there was fcarce a Shepherd to be met
& with who had not {een a fpirit.”

We are upon enchanted ground, my
friend ;- and you are to think yourfelf
well ufed that I detain you no longer in
this fearful circle. The glympfe, vou
have had of it, will help your imagina-
tion to conceive the reft. And without
more words you will readily apprehend
that the fancies of our modern bards
are not only morc gallant, but, on a
change of the {cene, more fublime, more
: terrible,
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terrible, more alarming, than thofe of
the claffic fablers. In a word, you will
find that the manners they paint, and the
Juperfiitions they adopt, are the more
poetical for being Gothic.

L 'ETTER VI

UT nothing thews the difference

of the two fyftems under confide-
ration more plainly, than the effect they
really had on the twe greateft of our
Poets ; at leaft the Two which an Eng-
lith reader is moft fond to compare with
Homer, I mean SPENSER and MILTON,

It is not to be doubted but that each
of thefe bards had kindled his poetic fire
from claflic fables. So that, of courfe,
their prejudices would lie that way.
Yet they both appear, when moft in-
flamed, to have been more particularly
rapt with the Gothic fables of chivalry.

E 4 Spenfer,

= e

|
|
|
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Spenfer, tho” he had been long nou-
rithed with the {pirit and fubftance of
Homer and Virgil, chofe the times of
chivalry for his theme, and fairy Land
for the fcene of his fictions. He could
have planned, no doubr, an heroic defign
on the exa*t claffic model : Or, he might
have trimomed between the Gothic and
Claffic, as his contemporary Taflo did.
But the charms of fairy prevailed. And
if any think he was feduced by. Ariofto
into this choice, they fhould confider
that it could be oniy for the fake of his
fubjeét ; for the genius and chara&er of
thefe pocts was widely diffgrent.

Under this idea then of a Gothic, not
clafical poem, the Faery Queen 15 to be
read and criticized.  And on thefe prin-
cipies, it would not be d:fficult to uniold
it'’s merit in another way than has been
hither.o attempted.,

Milton,
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Milton, it is true, preferred the claffic
model to the Gothic. = But it was after
long hefitation; and his favourite fubjet
was Arthur and bis Knights of the round
table. On this he had fixed for the
greater part of his life. What led him
. to ‘change his mind was, partly, as I
{uppole, his growing fanaticitm; partly,
his ambition to take a different rout from
Spenler; but chiefly perhaps, the difcre-
dit into which the ftories of chivalry had
now fallen by the immortal fatire of
Cervantes. ~ Yet we fee thro’ all his po-
etry, where his enthufiafin flames out
moft, a certain predilection for the le-
gends of chivalry before the fables of
Greece.

This circumftance, you know, has
given offence to the aufterer and more
mechanical critics. They are ready to
cenfure his judgment, as juvenile and
unformed, when they fee him fo delight-

ed,
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ed, on all occafions, with the Gothic ro-
mances. But do thefe cenfors imagine
that Milton did not perceive the defedts
of thefe works, as well as they? No: it
was not the compofition of books of chi-
valry, but the 7z2auners defcribed in them,
that took his fancy’; as appears from his
Allegro---

Towred cities pleafe us then

And the bufy hum of men,

Where throngs of knights and barons bold
In weeds of peace high triumphs hold,
With ftore of ladies, whofe bright eyes
Rain influence and judge the prize
Of wit, or arms, while both contend

r . , 1"
I"'o win her grace, whom all commend.

‘And when in the Peznferofo he draws,
by a fine contrivance, the {fame kind of
image to {ooth melancholy which he had
before given to excite mirth, he indeed
extolls an author of one of thefe ro-

mances,
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gmances, as he had before, in general,
extolled the fubjei? of them; but it is
an author worthy of his praife ; not the
writer of Amadis, or Sir Launcelot of the
Lake, but Chaucer himfelf, who has left
an unfinithed ftory on the Gothic or feu-
dal model.

Or, call up him that left half-told
The ftory of Cambufcan bold,

Of Camball and of Algarfife,

And who had Canace to wife

That own’d the virtuous ring and glafs,
And of the wondrous hotfe of brafs,
On which the Tartar king did ride;
And if ought elfe great bards befide

In fage and folemn tunes have {ung
Of turneys antl of trophies hung,

Of forefts and i
Where more is meant than meets the ear.

ichantments drear,

The conduét then of thele two poets
may incline us to think with more re-
fpect, than is commonly done of the
Gothic manners, I mean as adapted to the

ules of the greater poetry.
: I fay
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I fay nothing of Shakefpear, becaufe
the fublimity (the divinity, let it be, if
nothing elfe will ferve) of his genius kept
no certain rout, but rambled at hazard
into all the regions of human life and
manners. So that we can hardly fay what
he preferred, or what he rejected, on full
deliberation. Yet one thing is clear, that
even he is greater when he ufes Gothic
manners and machinery, than when he
employs claffical: which brings us again
to the fame point, that the former have,
by their nature and genius, the advantage
of the latter in producing the fublime.

LETTEZR VIIL
fpoke « of criticizing Spenfer’s poem,
« under the idea, not of a claffical
« but Gothic compofition.”

It is certain much light might be
thrown on that fingular work, were an
able critic to confider it in this view. For
inftance, he might go fome way towards

explaining,
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explaining, perhaps juftifying, the gene-
ral plan and condué? of the Faery Queen,

which, to claflical readers, has appeared
indefenfible.

I have taken the fancy, with your

leave, to try my hand on this curious
{ubje&t.

When an archite@ examines a Gothic
ftructure by Grecian rules, he finds no-
thing but deformity. But the Gothic ar-
chiteGure has it’s own rules, by which,
when it comes to be examined, it is feen
to have it’s merit, as well as the Grecian.
The queftion is not, which of the two
is condu&ed in the fimpleft or trueft
tafte : but, whether there be not fenfe
and defign in both, when fcrutinized by
the laws on which each is projected.

The fame obfervation holds of the two
forts of poetry. Judge of the FaeryQueen
by the claflic models, and you are

fhocked
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fhocked with it’s diforder: confider i€
with an eye to it’s Gothic original, and
you find it regular. The unity and fim-~
plicity of the former are more complete:
but the latter has that fort of unity and
fimplicity, which refults from it’s nature.

The Faery Queen then, as a Gothi€
poem, derives it's METHOD, as well as
the other charaéters of it’s Compoﬁtlon
from the eftablithed modes and ideas of
chivalry.

It was ufual, in the days of knight-er-
rantry, at the holding of any great feaft;
for Knights to appcar before the prince;
who prefided at it, and claim the privilege
of being fent on any adventure, to which
the folemnity might give occafion. For
it was fuppofed that, when fuch a #hrong
of knights and barons bold, as Milton fpeaks
of, were got together, the diftrefled would
flock in from all quarters, as to a place
where they knew they might find and

claim redrefs for all their grievances.
This
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"This was the real practice, in the days
of pure and antient chivalry. And an
image of this praltice was afterwards
kept up in the caftles of the great, on any
extraordinary feftival or folemnity : of
which, if you want an inftance, 1 refer
you to the defcription of a feaft made at
Lifle in 1453, in the court of Philip the
Good, Duke of Burgundy, fora crufade
againft the Turks : As you may find it
given at large in the memoirs of Mar-
thieu de Conci, Olivier de la Marche, and
Monfirelet.

That feaft was held for fwefve days:
and cach day was d11”tmgu11’hea by the
claim : allowance of fome adventure,

Now h‘--'m*v down t;l S pi« L‘iCC as a

foundation for thu poet’s de

|>
fign, you will
fee how properly the Faery :/\sz/z 18 COn-

duéted.

“1 devife, fays the poet himfelf
“ in his Letter to Sir W. Raleigh, that
 the
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« the Faery Queen kept her annval
« feafte xii da s: upon which xii feve-
¢ ral days, the occafions of the xn feve-
« ral adventures hapened; which being
« undertaken by xii feverai knights, are
< in thefe xii books feverally handled.”

Here you have the poet delivering his
own method, and thé'reafon of it. It
arofe out of the order of his {ubje¢t. And
would you defire a better reafon for his

choice?

Yes; you will fay, a poet’s method is
pot that of his fubject. 1grantyou, asto
the ordet of #7me, in which the recital is
made ; for here, as Spenf%r obferves (and
his own practice agrees to the Rule) lies
the main difference between zhe poet bifto-
rical, and tbe biftoriogr apher: Thereafon
of which is drawn from the nature of
E pic compofition itfelf,and holds eqhially,
let the fubject be what it will, and what-

ever the iyltcin of manners be, on which
it
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itis condu@ed. Gothic or Claffic makes
no difference in this refpect.

But the cafe is not the fame with re-
gard to the general plan of a work, or
what may be called the order of 4iffribu-
t1om, which is and muft be governed by
the fubjeGt-matter itfelfi It wasasrequi-
. fite for the Faery Queen to confift of the
adventures of twelve knights, as for the
Odyfley to be confined to the adventures
of one Hero : Juftice had otherwife not
been done to his fubjeé.

So that if you will fay any thing againft
the poet’s method, you muft fay that he
fhould not have chofen this fubjeét. But
this objection arifes from your clafficideas
of Unity, which have no place here; and
are in every view foreign to the purpofe,
if the poet has found means to give his
work, tho’ confifting of many parts, the
advantage of Unity. For in fome reafon-

F able
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able fenfe or other, it is agreed, every
work of art muft be oze, the very idea of
a work requiring it.

If you afk then, what is this Un:fy of
Spenfer’s Poem ? 1 f{ay, It confifts in the
relation of it’s feveral adventures to one
common original, the appointment of
the Faery Queen; and to one common
¢nd, the completion of the Faery Queen’s
injunctions. The knights iffued forth
on their adventures on the breaking up
of this annual feaft; and the next annual
feaft, we are to fuppofe, is to bring them
together again from the atchievement of
their feveral charges.

This, it is true, is not the claffic Unity,
which confifts in the reprefentation of
one entire acion: but it is an Unity of
another fort, an unity refulting fram the
refpec which a number of related actions
have to one common purpofe. Inother

words,
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words, It is an unity of dfign, and not
of action.

This Gothic method of defign iri poetry
may be, in fome fort, illuftrated by what is
called the Gothic method of defigninGar-
dening. A wood or grove cut out into
many feparate avenues‘or glades was a-
mongft the moft favourite of the works
of art, which our fathers attempted in
the fpecies of cultivation. Thefe walks
were diftin& from each other, had, each,
their feveral deftination, and terminated
on their own proper objecs. Yet the
whole was brought together and confi>
dered under one view' by the relation
which thefe various openings had; net to
each other, but to their common and
concurrent center.  You and I are; per=
haps, agreed that this fort of gardening
is not of fo true a-tafte as that which
Kent and Nature have brought us ac-

F 2 quainted
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quainted with; where the fupreme aft
of the Defigner confifts in difpofing his
ground and objects into an entire land-
Jkip 5 and grouping theém, if I may ufe
the term, in {o eafy a mahner, that the
carelefs obferver, tho” he be taken with
the fymmetry of the whole, difcovers no
art in the combintaion :

In lieto afpetto il bel giardin s’aperfe,

Acque ftagnanti, mobili criftalli,

Fior vari; e varie piante, herbe diverfe,

Apriche Collinette; ombrofe valli,

Selve, efpelunche in UNA vIsTA offerfe::

E quel, che’l bello, €'l caro accrefce a ’opre,

L’ Arte, che tutto fa; nula fi fcopre.

T asso, €. xvI. S. ix.

This, I fay, may be the trueft tafte in
gardening, becaufe the fimpleft: Yet
there is a manifeft regard to unity in the
other method ; which has had it’s ad-
mirers, as it may have again, and is cer-
tainly not without it’s dz/igz and beauty.

But to return to our poet. Thus far
he
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he drew from Gothic ideas, and thefe
ideas, I think, would lead him no farther.
But, as Spenfer knew what belonged to
claffic compofition, he was tempted to .
tie his fubject ftill clofer together by one
expedient of his own, and by another
taken from his claflic models.

His own was to interrupt the proper
ftory of each book, by difperfing it into
feveral ; involving by this'means, and as
it were intertwifting the feveral actions
together, in order to give fomething like
the appearance of one aion to his
twelve adventures. And for this condué,
as abfurd as it feems, he had fome great
examples in the Italian poets, tho’, I be
lieve, they were led into it by different
motives.

"The other expedient which he borrow.
ed from the claffics, was by adopting one
{uperior characer, which thould be feen

¥ throughout.
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throughout.  Prince Arthur, whohad a
feparate adventure of his own, was to
have his part in each of the other; and
thus feveral ations were to be embodied
by the intereft which one principal Hero
had in them all. It is even obfervable,
that Spenfer gives thisadventure of Prince
Arthur, in queft of Gloriana, as the proper
fubjec of his poem. And upon thisidea
the late learned editor of the FaeryQueen
has attempted, but T think without fuc-
cefs, to defend the Unity and fimplicity
of it’s fable. " The truth was, the violence
of claflic prejudices forced the poet to
affet this appearance of'unity, tho' in
contradi@ion to his Gothic {yftem. ' And,
as far as we can judge of the tenpur of
the whole work from the finithéd half
of it, the adventure of Prince - Arthur,
whatever the author pretended, and his
critic too eafily believed, was but an af-
ter-thought; and at leaft with regard to
the biforical fable, which we ate now

confidering,
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confidering, was only one of the expe-
dients by which he would conceal the
- diforder of his Gothic plan.

And, if this was his defign, I will ven-
ture to fay that both his expedients were
injudicious. . Their purpofe was to ally
two things, in nature incompatible, the
Gothic, and the claflic unity; the effect
of which mifalliance was to difcover and
expofe the nakednefs of the Gothic.

I am of opinion then, confidering the
FaeryQueen as an epic or zarrative poem
conftructed on Gothic ideas, that the
Poet had done well to affe&t no other
unity than that of defign, by which his
fubject was connected. But his poem is
not fimply narrative; it is throughout
Allegorical : he calls it a perpetual alle-
gory or dark conceit : and this chara&er,
for reafons I may have occafion to obferve
hereafter, was even predominant in the

Faery
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Faery Queen. His narration is fubfer-
vient to his moral, and but ferves to
colour it.. This he tells us himfelf at
fetting out ;

Fierce wars and faithful loves thall moralize

my fong;

that is, fhall ferve for a vehicle, or in-
ftrument, to convey the moral.

Now under this idea, the Unity of the
Faery Queen is more apparent. His
twelve knights art to exemplify as many
virtues, out of which one illuftrious cha-
ralter is to be compeied.  And in this
view the part of Prinice Arthur in each
book becomes ¢ffential, and yet not prin-
cipal; exatly, as the poet has contrived
it. 'They who reft in the literal ftory,
that is, who criticize it on the footing of
a narrative poem, have conftantly object-
ed to this management. They fay, it

neceffarily breaks the unity of defign.
; Prince
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Prince Arthur, they affirm, fhould either
have had no part in the other adventures,
or he thould have had the chief part. He
thould either have done nothing,or more.
And the obje@ion is unanfwerable; at
leaft I know of nothing that can be faid
to remove it but what I have fuppofed
above might be the purpofe of the poet,
and which I myfelf have rejected as in-
fufficient.

But how faulty foever this condu& be
in the literal ftory, it is perfectly right
in the moral : and that for an obvious
reafon, tho’ his critics feem not to have
been aware of it. His chief hero was
not to have the twelve virtues in the -
gree in which the knights had, each of
them, their own; (fuch a character
would be a monfter) but he was to have
fo much of each as was requifite to form
his fuperior character. Eachvirtue, init's
perfection, is exemplified in it's own

knight :

T
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knight : they are all, in a due degree,
concentered in Prince Arthur.

This was the poet’s moral: And what
way of exprefling this moral in the Az
tory, but by making Prince Arthur ap-
pear in each adventure, and in a manner
{ubordinate to it’s proper hero? Thus,
tho’ infertor to each in his own fpecific
virtue, he is fuperior to all by uniting
the whole circle of their virtues in him-
felf: And thus he arrives, at length, at
the pofleffion of that bright form of Glory,
whofe ravithing beauty, as feen in a
dream ‘or vifion, had led him out into
thefe miraculous adventures in the land

of Faery.

The conclufion is, that, as an allegor:-
¢al poem, the method of the Faery
Queen is governed by the juftnefs of the
moral : As a marrative poem, it is con-
ducted on the ideas and ufages of ¢hi-

valry.
7
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valry. In either view, if taken by it-
{elf, the plan is defenfible. But from the
union of the two defigns there arifes a
perplexity and confufion, which is the
proper, and only confiderable, defect of
this extraordinary poem.

L BT E RIX

N O doubt Spenfer might have tak-
en one fingle adventure, of the
TweLve, for the fubjet of his Poem ;
or he might have given the principal
part in every adventure to P. Arthur,
By this means his fable had been of the
claffic kind, and it’s unity as ftrict as that
of Homer and Virgil.

All this the poet knew very well, but
his purpofe was not to write a claffic po-
em. He chofe to adorn a gothic ftory;

and, to be confiftent throughout, he
chofe
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chofe that the form of his work fhould
be of a piece with his fubject.

Did the Poet do right in this? I can-
not tell; but comparing his work with
that of another great Poet, who fol-
lowed the fyftem you {eem to recom-
mend, I fee no reafon to be peremptory
in condemning his judgment.

The example .of this poet deferves to
be confidered. It will afford, at leaft, a
frefh confirmation of the point, I princi-
pally infift upon; I mean, The preemi-
nence of the Gothic manners and filtions,
as adapted to the ends of poetry,, above

the claffic.

I obferved of the famous Torquato
Taflo, that, coming into the world a
little of the lateft for the {uccefs of the
pure Gothic mannes, he thought fit to

trim between that and the claffic model.
It
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It was lucky for his fame, perhaps, that
he did fo. - For the Gothic fables falling
every day more and more into contempt,
and the learning of the times, throughout
all Europe, taking a claffic tutn, the re-
putation of his work has been chiefly
founded on the ftrong refemblance it has
to the antient epic poems. His fable is
condu@ed in the f{pirit of the Iliad, and
with a ftrié regard to that unity of aiion
which we admire in Homer and Virgil.

But this is not all; we find a ftudied
and clofe imitation of thofe poets, in
many of the {maller parts, in the minu-
ter incidents, and evenin the defcriptions
and fimilies of his poem.

The claffic reader was pleafed with
this deference to the public tafte: he
faw with delight the favourite beauties
of Homer and Virgil refleGed in the Ita-

lian
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lian poet: and was almoft ready to exs
cufe, for the fake of thefe, his magic
tales and faery enchantments.

1 faid, was almoft ready; for the offence
given by thefe to the more fathionable
fort of critics was fo great, that nothing,
I believe, could make full amends, in
their judgment, for fuch extravagancics.

However, by this means the Grerufa-
lemme Liberata made it’s fortune amongft
the French wits, who have conftantly
cried it up above the Orlando Furiofo, and
principally for this reafon, that Taflo was
more claflical in his fable, and more
{paring in the wonders of Gothic fiction,
than his Predecefior.

The Italians have indeed a predi-
le&ion for their elder bard, whether from
their prejudice for antiquity; their ad-

miration of his language; the richnefs
of
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of his invention; the comic air of his
ftyle and manner; or from whatever
other reafon.

Be this as it will, the French criticifm
has carried it before the Italian, with the
reit of Europe. This dextrous people
have found means to lead the tafte, as
well as fet the fafhions, of their neigh~
bours : And Ariofto ranks butlittle higher
than the rudeft romancer in the opinion
of thofe who take their notions of thefe
things from their writers.

But the fame principle, which made
them give Taflo the preference to Ariofto,
has led them by degrees to think very
unfavorably of Taflo himfelf. The mix-
ture of the Gothic manner in his work
has not been forgiven. It has funk the
credit of all the reft; and fome inftan-
ces of falfe tafte in the expreffion of his
{entiments, detected, by their nicer eri=

2 tics,
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tics, have brought matters to that pafs,
that, with their good will, Taflo himfelf
{hould now follow the fate of Ariofto.

I will not fay, that a little national
envy did not perhaps mix itfelf with
their other reafons for undervaluing this
great poet. 'They afpired to a fort of fu-
premacy in Letters; and finding the Ita-
lian language and it’s beft writers ftand-
ing in their way, they have fpared no
pains to lower the eftimation of both.

Whatever their inducements were,
they fucceeded but too well in their at-
tempt. Our obfequious and over modeft
critics were run down by their authority.
Their tafte of Letters, with fome worfe
things, was brought amongft us at the
Reftoration. Their language, their man-
ners, nay their very prejudices were a-
dopted by our Frenchified king and his
Royalifts. And the more fafthionable

w its,
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wits, of courfe, fet their fancies, as my
Lord Molefworth tells us the people of
Copenhagen in his time did their clocks,
by the court-ftandard.

Sir W. Davénant open’d the way to
this new fort of criticifm in a very elabo-
rate preface to Gondibert ; and his phi-
lofophic friend, Mr. Hobbes, lent his
bef’i affiftance towards eftablithing the
credit of it. 'Thefe two fine LctteAs con-
tain, indeed, the fubftance of whatever
has been fince written on the fubject.
Succeeding wits and critics did no more
than echo their language. It grew into

a fort of cant, with which Rymer, and -

the reft of that School, filled their flimfy
effays and rambling prefaces.

Our noble critic himfelf * condefcend-
ed to take up this trite theme: And it

* Lord Shaftefbury. Adv. to an Authsr:
G
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is not to be told with what alacrity and
felf-complacency he flourifhes upon it,
The Gothic manner, as he calls it, is the
favourite object of his raillery ; which
is never more lively or pointed, than
when it expofes that *¢ bad tafte which
«« makes us prefer an Ariofto to a Virgil,
« and a Romance (without doubt he
« meant, of Taflo) to an Iliad.” Tru-
ly, this critical fin requires an expiation,
which is eafily made by fubfcribing to
his fentence, ¢ That the French in-
« deed may boaft of legitimate authors
< of ajuft relith; but that the Italian
¢ are good for nothing but to corrupt
¢ the tafte of thofe who have had no
«¢ familiarity with the noble antients.”

This ingenious nobleman is, himfelf,
one of the gallant votaries he fometimes
makes himfelf o merry with. He is
perfectly enamoured of his noble antients,
and will fight with any man who con-
5 tends,
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tends, not that his Lordthip’s miftrefs is
hot fair, but that his own is fair alfo.

It is certain the French wits benefited
by this foible. For pretending, in great
modefty, to have formed themfelves on
the pure tafte of his noble ancients, they
eafily drew his Lordthip over to their
party: While the Italians more ftub-
bornly pretending to a tafte of their own,
and chufing to /e for themfelves, inftead
of adopting the authorized /yes of Greece,
were juftly expofed to his refentment.

Such was the addrefs of the French
writers, and fuch their triumphs over the
poor Italians:

It muft bs owned, indeed, they had
every ddvantagée on their fide, in this
conteft’ with their mafters. The tafte
and learning of Italy had been long on
the decline, and the fine writers under

G2 Louis
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Louis XIV were every day advanc-
ing the French language, {fuch as it is,
(fimple, clear, exadt, that is, fit for bu-
finefs and converfation ; but for that rea-
fon, befides it’s total want of numbers,
abfolutely unfuited to the genius of the
greater _poetry) towards it’s laft perfecti=
on. The purity of the antient manner
became well underftood, and it was
the pride of their beft critics to expofe
every inftance of falfe tafte in the mo-
dern writers. - The Italian, it is certain,
could not ftand fo fevere a fcrutiny. But
they had efcaped better, if the moft fafhi-
onable of the French poets had not; at
the fame time, been their beft critic.

A lucky word in a verfe, which founds
well and every body gets by -heart, goes
arther than a volume of juft critici{m,
In fhort, the exact, but cold Boileau
happened to fay fomething of the clin-
quant of Taflo; and the magic of this

word,
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word, like the report of Aftolfo’s horn
in Ariofto, overturned at once the folid
and well built reputation of the Italian

poetry.

It is not perhaps fo amazing that this
potent word fhould do it’s bufinefs in
France. It put usinto a fright on this
fide the water. MTr. Addifon, who gave
the law in tafte here, took it up and
fent it about the kingdom.in his polite
and popular effays. It became a fort of
watch-word among the critics; and, on
the fudden, nothing was heard, on all
fides, but the clinquant of Taflo.

After all, thefe two refpectable writers
might not intend the mifchief they were
doing. The obfervation was juit, but
was extended much farther than they
meant, by their witlefs followers and ad-
mirers. ‘The effe® was, as I faid, that
the Italian poetry was rejeCted in the

G 3 grofs
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rofs, by virtue of this cenfure; tho’ the

g Y H

authors of it had faid no more than this
2

« That their beft poet had fome falfe

« thoughts, and dealt, as they fuppofed,

¢ too much in incredible fi¢tion.”

I leave you to make your own reflex~
ions on this thort hiftory of the Italian
poetry. It is not my defign to make it's
apology in all refpects. However, with
regard to the fir/? of thefe charges, I pre-
fume to fay that, as juft as it is in the
fenfe in which 1 perfuade myfelf it"was
intended, there are more inftances of
natural fentiment and of that divine fim=
plicity we admire in the antients, even
in Guarini’s Paflor Fido, than in the beft
of the French poets.

And a5 to the /gff, 1 pretend to {hew
you, in my next Letter, that it is no
fault at all in the Italian poets,

LET-
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ST T N A,

HI non [ache cofa fia Tralia 2 —1f

this queftion could ever be reafo-

nably afked on any occafion, it
muft furely be when the wit and poetry
of that people were under confiderati-
on. The enchanting {weetnefs of their
tongue, the richnefs of their invention,
the fire and elevation of their genius, the
fplendor of their expreflion on great fub-
jects, and the native fimplicity of their
{entiments, on affecting ones ; All thefe
are fuch manifeft advantages on the fide
of the Italian poets, as thould feem to
command our higheft admiration of their
great and capital works.

Vet a different language has been held
by our finer critics. And in particular
you hear it commonly faid of the tales of

G4 Faery,
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Faery, which they firft and princi-
pally adorned, ¢« That they are unnatu-
¢ ral and abfurd ; that they furpafs all

t ¢ bounds not of truth only, but of pro-

{ < bability; and loek more like the
« dreams of children, than the manly
“ inventions of poets.”

All this, and more, has been faid ;-and
if truly faid, who would not lament

L’ arte del poétar troppo infelice ?

Fer they are not the cold fancies of
plebeian poets, but the golden dreams
of Ariofto, the celeftial vifions of  Taflo,

that are thus derided.

The only criticifm, indeed, that is
worth regarding is, the philofophical.
But there is a fort which looks like phi-
lofophy, and- is not, May not-that bg
the cafe here ?

This
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This criticifm, whatever name it de-
ferves, fuppofes that the poets, who are
lyars by profeffion, expect to have their
lyes believed. Surely they are not fo
unfeafonable. They think it enough,
if they can but bring you to 7magine the

poflibility of them.

And how fmall a matter will ferve
for this? A legend, a tale, a tradition,
a rumour, a fuperftition ; in fhort, any
thing is enough to be the bafis of their
air-form’d wifions. Does any capable
reader trouble himfelf about the truth,
or even the credibility of their fancies?
Alas, no; he is beft pleafed when he is
made to conceive (he minds not by what
magic) the exiftence of fuch things as
his reafon tells him did not, and were
never likely to, exift.

But here, to prevent miftakes, an
explanation will be neceffary. Wemuft
diftinguifh
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diftinguith between the popular belief,
and that of the Reader. The fiGtions
of poetry do, in fome degree at leaft,
require the f7/; (They would, other-
wife, defervedly pafs for dreams indeed 1)
But when the poet has this advantage
on his fide, and his fancies have, or may
be fuppofed to have, a countenance from
the current fuperflitions of the age, in
which he writes, he difpenfes with the
laff, and gives his Reader leave to be

as fceptical and as incredulous, as he
pleafes.

An eminent French ecritic diverts
himfelf with imagining ¢ what a per-
o “ {fon, who comes freth from reading
“ Mr, Addifon and Mr, Lock, would
“ be apt to think of Taflo’s Enchant-

“ ment *”

A e S T

* Voltaire, Effai fur Ia Posfie Epigue, Ch, vii.
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The Englith reader will, perhaps,
fmile at feeing thefe two writers {o
coupled together: And, with the critic’s
leave, we will put Mr. Lock out of the
queftion.  But if he be defirous to
know what. a reader of Mr. Addifon
would pronéunce in the cafe, I can un-
dertake to give him fatisfaction.

Speaking of what Mr. Dryden calls,
the Faery way of writing, « Men of
¢ cold fancies and philofophical difpo-
« fitions, fays he, object to this kind
¢ of poetry, that it has not probability
“ enough to affet the imagination.
¢¢ But--- many are prepoflefled with fuch
« falfc opinions, as difpofe them to
¢ belteve thefe particular delufions ;
¢« At leaft, we have all bear'd fo many
pleafing relations in favour of them,
that we do not care for feeing thro’
the falfbood, and willingly give our-

« felves
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<« felves up to fo agreeable an impof—
« ture.” [Spect. V. vi.]

Apply, now, this fage judgment of
Mr. Addifon to Ta/li’s Enchantments,
and you fee that a_falflood convié? is not
to be pleaded againt a fuppofed belief, or

even the fighteft bear-[ay.
o ™ Py

So little account does this wicked
poetry make of philofophical or hifto-
rical truth:\All fhe allows us to look
for, is poetical truth; a very flender
thing indeed, and which the poet’s eye,
when rolling in it’s fineft frenzy, can
but juft lay hold of. To fpeak in the
philofophic language of Mr. Hobbes, It
is fomething much beyond the afual
bounds, and only within the concerved poffi-
bility, of nature.

But the fource of bad criticifm, as uni-
verfally of bad philofophy, is the abufe

of
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of terms. A poet, they fay, mufit follow
Nature; and by Nature we areto fuppofe
can only be meant the known and ex-
perienced courfe of affairs in this world.
Wohereas the poet has a world of his own,
where experience has lefs to do, -than
confiftent imagination.

He has, befides, a fupernatural world
to range in.  He has Gods, and Faeries,
and Witches at his command: And,

g w o—. O} who can tell
The hidden pow’r of herbes, and might of
magic fpell ?
Spenfer. B. i. C. 2.

Thus in the poet’s world, all is mar-
vellous and extraordinary; yet not z-
natural in one fenfe, as it agrees to the
conceptions that are readily entertained
of thefe magical and wonder-working

Natures,
This

: ‘lt,: ;

G —————
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Lr
This trite maxim of follbwing Naturs
1s further miftaken in applying it in-
difcriminately to all forts of poetry.

In thofe fpecies which have men and
manners profefledly for their theme, a
ftri¢t conformity with human . nature is
reafonably demanded.

Non hic Centauros, non Gorgonas, Harpyiafque
Invenies : hominem pagina noftra fapi€ :

is a proper motto to a book of Epigrams,
but would make a poor figure at the
head of an epic poem.

Still further, in thofe fpecies that ad-
drefs themfelves to the heart and would
obtain their end, not thro’ the Imagina-
tion, but thro’ the Pgffions, there the
liberty of tranfgrefling nature, I mean
the real powers and properties of human
nature, is infinitely reftrained; and poes
tical truth is, under thefe circumftances,
almoft as fevere a thing as bifforical.

The
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The reafon is, we muft firft believe,
before we can be affecied.

But the cafe is different with the more
fublime and creative poetry. This fpe-
cies, addrefiing itfelf folely or principally
to the Imagination; a young and cre-
dulous faculty, which loves to admire.
and to be deceived ; has no need to ob-
ferve thofe cautious rules of credibility
fo neceflary to be followed by him, who
would touch the affeCtions and intereft
the heart.

This difference, you will fay, is ob-
vious enough. How came it then to be
overlooked? From another miftake, in

extending a particular precept of the
drama into.a general maxim,

The incredulus odi of Horace ran in
the heads of thefe critics, tho’ his own
words
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words confine the obfervation fingly to
the ftage.

Segnius irritant animos demifla per aurem
Quam quz funt oculis fubjecta fidelibus, et quae
Ipfe {ibi tradit Speftator =——

That, which pafles in. reprefentation
and challenges, as it were, the fcrutiny
of the eye, muit be truth itfelf, or fome-
thing very nearly approaching to it. But
what pafles in zarration,even onthe ftage,

1s admitted without much difficulty —

multaque tolles
Ex oculis, qua mox narret facundia prafens.

In the epic narration, which may be
called abfens facundia, the reafon of the
thing fhews this indulgence to be ftiil
greater. It appeals neither to'the eye
nor the ear, but fimply to the /magina-
t10n, ‘and fo allows the poet a liberty of
multiplying’ and enlarging his impof=

tures
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tures at pleafure, n proportion to the
finefs and comprehenfion of that fa-
culty.

Thefe general teflexions hardly e«
quire an application to the prefent fub-
ject. The tales of faery are exploded,
as fantaftic and incredible. They would
merit this contémpt, f. prelented on tl

ftage ; I mean, 1t they were o

proper {ubject of dramatic imitatien, and
the intereft of the poet’s plot were to be
wrought out of -the adventures of thefe
marvellous perfons.  But the epic mufe
runs no rifque in giving way to {uch fan~
ciful exhibitions. '

You “mvay call ‘them, as one does,

-~

¢ extraordinary dreams, fuch as excel-
¢ lent poets and painters, by being
« over- ftudious, ' may have in’the be-

¢ ginning of fevers{4].”

-

~

[5] Sir;W. Davenant’s Preface,
H The
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The epic poet would acknowledge
the charge, and even value himfelf up-
on it. He would fay, ¢ I leave to the
fage dramatift the merit of being al-
ways broad awake, and always in his
fenfes: The divine dream [c], and de-
lirious fancy, are among the nobleft of
my prerogatives.”

But the injuftice done the Ttalian
poets does not ftop here. The cry is,
« Magic and enchantments are fenfe-
¢« lefs things. Therefore the Italian
“ poets are not worth the reading.” As
if, becaufe the fuperftitions of Homer
and Virgil are no longer believed, their
poems, which abound in them, are good
for nothing.

Yes; you will fay, their fine piGures
of life and manners —

[¢] @é@~ “Ovae@'. Homer.,
And
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And may not I fay the §gas in be-
half of Atioffo and Taffo? For it is not
true that all is w#natiural and morn-
ftrous in their poems, becaufe of this
mixture of the wondérful.  Admit, for
example, Armida’s marvellous convey-
ance to the happy Hland, and all the
reft of the love-ftory is as natural, that
is, as fuitable to our common notions
of that paffion, as any thing in Virgil or
{if you will) Voltaire.

Thus you fee the apology of the Ita-
lian poets is eafily made on every {up-
pofition. But I ftick to my point and
maintain that the faery tales of Taflo
do him more honour than what are
called the more natural, that is, the
claffical parts of his poem. His imita-
tions of the antients have indeed their
merit; for he was a genius in every
thing. But they are faint and cold and

H 2 almoft
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almoft infipid, when compared with his
original fittions. We make a fhift to
run over the paffages he has copied from
Virgil. We are all on fire amidft the
magical feats of Ifmen, and the enchant-
ments of Armida.

Magnanima menfogna, hor quando ¢ il vero
Si bello, chefi pofla a te preporre ?

I fpeak atleaft for myfelf; and muft
freely own, if it were not for thefe Lyes
of Gothic invention, I thould fcarcely be
difpofed to give the Gierufalemme Libe-

rafa a fecond reading.

I readily agree to the lively obferva-
tion, ¢ That impenetrable armour, in-
¢« chanted caftles, invulnerable bodies,
“ iron men, flying horfes, and other
¢ fuch things, are eafily feigned by them

‘e that dare [4].” But, with the obferver’s

[4] Mr. Hobbes’s Letter.
leave,
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leave, not fo feigned as we find them
in the Italian poets, unlefs the writer have
another quality, befides that of courage.

One thing is true, that the fuccefs of
thefe fitions will not be great, when
they have no longer any footing in the
popular belief: And the reafon is, that
readers do not ufually do, as they ought,
put themfelves in the circamftances of
the poet, or rather of thofe, of whom
the poet writes. But this only fhews,
that fome ages are not {o fit to write epic
poems in, as others; not, that they
{hould be otherwife written,

It is alfo true, that writers do not
fucceed fo well in painting what they
have heard, as what they believe tem-
felves, or at leaft obferve in others a fa-
cility of believing. And on this account
1 would advife no modern poet to ré=
vive thefe faery tales in an epic poem.

H 3 Byt
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But flill this is nothing to the cafe in
hand, where we are confidering the
merit of epic poems, written under other
circumf{tances.

The pagan Gods, and Gathic Faerics
were equally out of credit, when Milton
wrote. . He did well therefore to fupply
their room with angels and devils. * If
thefe too fhould wear out of the popular
creed (and they feem in a hopeful way,
from the liberty fome late critics have
taken with them) I know not what other
expedients the epic poet might have re-
courfe to; but this I know, the pomp
of verfe, the energy of defcription, and
even the fineft moral paintings would
ftand him in no ftead. Without adnmi-
ration (which canfiot be effected but by
the marvellous of celeflial intervention,
I'mean, the agency of fuperior natures
really exifting; or by the illufion of the

fancy
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fancy taken to be fo) no epic poem can-
be long-lived.

1 am not afraid to inftance in the
Henriade itfelf ; which, notwithftand-
ing the elegance of the compofition, will
in a fhort time be no more read than the
Gondibert of Sir W. Davenant, and for

the fame reafon.

Critics may talk what they will of
Truth and Nature, and abufe the Italian
poets, as they will, for tranfgrefling
both in their incredible fictions. = But
believe it, my friend, thefe fitions with
which they have ftudied to delude the
world, are of that kind of creditable
deceits, of which a wife antient pro-
nounces with affurance, That they,
< aubo deceive, are bonefler than they who
« dp not deceive; and they, who are de-
< cejved, wifer than they who are not de-
« cerved. .

H 4 LE-T-
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Ve - you are weary of he'irmrr fo

much of thefe exploded fancxes
and are ready to atk, if there ‘be any

truth in this repr eﬁntat;on, «“ Whence it
“ has come to pafs, that the claflical
nanners are ftill admired and imitated
“ by the poets, when the Gothic hay
long fince fallen intodifufe ?

4

The anfwer to this queftion will fur-
nifh all that is now wantis 1g to a proper

.‘.uguh,(ﬁl of uAC "1\1L,I ..'.J\.Ct

ONE great reafon of ‘this difference
certainly was, That the ableft “writers
of Greece ennobled the {yftem of he-
roic manners, while it was freth and
ﬂ-'\uriﬂzimr; and their works, being maf-
fer-pieces of compofition, (0. fixed the

credit
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credit of it ‘in the opinion of the world;
that no revolutions of time and: tafte
could -afterwards thake-it.

Whereas the Gothic having been dif-
graced ‘in - their infancy by bad wri:
ters, 'and a new fet of manners {pring-
ing up before there were any better to do
them:- juftice; -they could mneverz be
brought-into vogue by -the attempts of
later' poets ;  who, in fpite of -prejudice,
and fof the genuine charm of thefe highly
poetical ‘manners, - did their utmoft to
recommend -them.

But, FURTHER, thé Gothic fyftem
was -not-only forced to wait long for
real genius to do it honour ; real genius
was even'very ‘early cmp‘xoycd agﬂ.inﬁ 1t.

There were two caufes of this mithap.
The old romancers had even outraged

the




106 LETTERS ON

the truth in their extravagant piGures
of chivalry: And Chivalry itfelf, fuch
as it once had been, ‘was greatly abated.

So that men of fenfe were doubly dif-
gufted to find a reprefentation of things
unlike to what they obferved in real life,
and beyond what it was ever poffible thould
have exifted. [ However, with thefe dif-
advantages there was ftill fo much of the
old fpirit left, and the fafcination of thefe
wondrous tales was fo prevalent, that
a more than common degree of fagacity
and good fenfe was required to penetrate
the illufion.

It was one of this chara&er, I fup-
pole, that put the famous queftion to
Ariofto, which has been {o often repeated
that I fhall fpare you the difguft of hear-
ing it.  Yet long before his time an im-
mortal genius of our own (fo fuperior is
the fenfe of fome men to the age they

2 live
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live in) faw as far into this matter, as
Ariofto’s examiner. This fagacious per=
{on was Dan Chaucer ; who, in a reign
that almoft realized the wonders of ro-
mantic chivalry, not only difcerned the
abfurdity of the old romances, but has
even ridiculed them with incomparable
{pirit.

His RiMme on Sir Toraz, in the
Canterbury tales, 1s 2 manifeft banter
on thefe books, and may be confidered as
a fort of prelude to the adventures of
Don Quixot, I call it @ manifeft banter:
For we are to obferve that this was
Chaucer’s own tale, and that, when in
the progrefs of it the good fenfe of the
Hoft is made to break in upon him, and
interrupt him, Chaucer approves his difs
ouft and, changing his note, tells the
fimple inftructive tale of Melibceus, a
moral tale wirtuous, as he chufes to

charaterize
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chara&erize it ; to thew, “what fort of
fiGtions were moft expreffive of real life,
and moft proper to be put into the

hands of the people.

One’ might further obferve that the
Rime of Sir Topaz itfelf is fo managed

as with infinite humour to expofe the
leading impertinences of books of chi-
valry, and their impertinencies only; as
may be feen' by the different condu&
of this tale, f om that < of Cambuf-
can, 'which Spenfer and Milton were
fo pleafed with, and which® with great
propriety’ is “put inte “the’méuth of the

SQuUIRE!

But I 'muft not anticipate” the obfer-
vations’ which you will take a pleafure
to make for yourfelf on thefe two fine
parts of the (,.a.A_LLL,a;yrales. Enough
is faid to illuftrate -the point, I am
now upon,  That thefe phantoms of

¢ chivalry
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¢ chivalry ‘had the misfortune -to be
¢ Jaughed out of countenance by men
« of fenfe, before the fubftance of it
« had been fairly and truly reprefent-
« ed by any capable writer.”

Stitr, the principal reafon of all,
no doubt, was, That the Gothic man-
ners of Chivalry, as f{pringing out of
the feudal fyftem, were as fingular, as
that fyftem itfelf : So that, when that
political conftitution vanithed out of
Europe, the manners, that belonged
to it, were no longer feen or under-
ftood. There was no example of any
fuch manners remaining on the face
of the Earth : And as they never did
fubfift. but once, and are never likely
to fubfift again, people would be led
of courfe to think and fpeak of them,
as romantic, and unnatural. The con-
fequence of which was a total contempt

4 and
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and rejection of them ; while the claffic
myinners, as arifing out of the cufto-
mary and ufual fituations of humanity,
would have many archetypes, and ap-
pear natural even to thofe who faw no-
thing fimilar to them actually fubfifting
before their eyes.

Thus, tho’ the manners of Homer
are perhaps as different from ours, as
thofe of Chivalry itfelf, yet as we know
that fuch manners always belong to
rude and fimple ages, fuch as Homer
paints; and actually fubfift at this day
in countries that are under the like cir-
cumftances of barbarity, we readily agree
to call them natural, and even take
a fond pleafure in the furvey of them.

Your queftion then is eafily anfwered,
without any obligation upon me to
give up the Gothic manners as vifio-

nary
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nary and - fantaftic; And: the reafon
appears, why the Faery: Queen, one of
the nobleft productions of modern poe~
try, is fallen into fo general a neglect,
that all the zeal of it’s commentators
is efteemed officious and impertinent,
and will never reftore it to thofe ho-
nours which: it has, once for all, irreco-
verably loft.

In effe®, what way of perfuading
the generality of readers that the ro-
mantic manners are to be accounted
natural, when not one in ten thoufand
knows enough of the barbarous ages, in
which they arofe, to believe they ever
really exifted ?

Poor Spenfer then,

— — = — ¢ inwhofe gentle fpright
The pure well-head of Poefie did dwell,”

muft,
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muft; for ought I can fee, be left tothe
admiration of a few lettered and curious
qen: While the many are {worn to-
gether to give no quarter to the marvel
lous, ory which ‘may feem ftill harder;
to the moral of his fong.

However, this great fevolution in mo-
dern tafte was brought about by de-
grees; and the fteps, that led to it,
may be worth the tracing in a diftin&
Letter.

LETTER Xl

HE wonders of Chivalry were
fill in the memory of men,
were {till exifting, in fome meafure, in
real ‘life, when Chaucer undertook to
expofe 'the barbarous relaters of them.

This
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This ridicule, we may fuppofe, haf-
tened the fall both of Chivalry and Ro-
amance. At leaft from that time the
fpirit of both declined very faft, and at
Iength fell into fuch difcredit, that when
now Spenfer arofe, and with a genius
fingularly fitted to immortalize the land
of faery, he met with every difficulty
and difadvantage to obftruét his defign.

The age would no longer bear the
naked letter of thefe amufing {tories ;
and the poet was fo fenfible of the
misfortune, that we find him apologizing
for it on a hundred occafions.

But apologies, in fuch circumftances,
rarely do any good. Perhaps, they
only ferved to betray the weaknefs of
the poet’s caufe, and to confirm the
prejudices of his reader.

I However,
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However, he did more than this. He
gave an air of myftery to his {fubje&,
and pretended that his ftories of knights
and giants were but the cover to abun-
dance of profound wifdom.

In thort, to keep off the eyes of the
prophane from prying too nearly into
his fubje@, he threw about it the mift
of allegory: he moralized his fong:
and the virtues and vices lay hid under
his warriours and enchanters. A con-
trivance which he had learned indeed
from his Italian mafters: For Taflo
had condefcended to allegorize his own
work ; and the commentators of Ariofto
had even converted the extravagances
of the Orlando Furiofo, inte moral
leflons.

And this, it muft be owned, was 2
fober attempt In comparifon of fome
proje&s
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projects that were made about the fame
time to ferve the caufe of the old, and
now expiring Romances. For it is to
be obferved, that the idolizers of thefe
romances did by them, what the vota-
ries of Homer had done by him. ~As
the times improved and would lefs bear
his ftrange tales, they mworalized what

they could,-and turn’d the reft into myf-
teries of matural [cience. And as this
laft contrivance was principally defigned
to cover the monftrous ftories of the
pagan Gods, fo it ferved the lovers of
Romance to palliate the no lefs mon-
ftrous frories of magic and enchantments.

The editor, or tranflator of the 24th
book of Amadis de Gaule, printed at
Lyons in 1577, has a preface explain-
ing the whole fecret, which concludes
with thefe words, ¢ Voyla, Leteur, le
FRUIT, qui fe peut recueiller du fens

I2 myftique
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mwyftique des Romans antiques par les
ESPRITS ESLEUS, le ‘commun peuple
foy contentant de la SIMPLE FLEUR DE
LA LECTURE LITERALE,

But to return to Spenfer; who, as we
have feen, had no better way to take in
his diftrefs, than to hide his faery fancies
under the myftic cover of moral allegory.
The only favourable circumftance that
attended him (and this no-doubt-encou-
raged, if it did not produce his untimely

| proje&t) was, that he was fomewhat

befriended in thefe fiGtions, even when
interpreted according to the Letter, by
the romantic Spirit of his age; much
countenanced,a’nd for a time broughtinto
freth credit, by the romantic Elizabeth.
Her inclination for the fancies of Chivalry
is well known ; and obfequious wits and
courtiers would not 'be wanting to feed
and flatter it.  In fhort, tilts and tourna-

2 ments

=
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ments were in vogue : The Arcadia, and
the Faery Queen were written.

With thefe helps the new Spirit of
Chivalry made a fhift to fupport itfelf for
a time, when reafon was but dawning,
as we may fay, and juft about to gain
the afcendant over the portentous fpectres
of the imagination. It’s growing fplen-
dour, in the end, put them all to flight,
and allowed them no quarter even a-
mongft the poets. So that Milton, as
fond as we ' have feen he was . of the
Gothic fictions, durft only admit them
on the bye, and in the way of fimile
and illuftration only.

And this, no doubt, was the main
reafon -of his relinquithing his long-pro-
jected defign of Prince Arthur, at laft,
for that of the Paradife Loft; where,
inftead of Giants and Magicians, he had
Angels and Devils to fupply him with

the
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the marvellous, with greater probability.
Yet, tho’ he dropped the tales, he ftill
kept to the allegories of Spenfer. And
even this liberty was thought too much,
as appears from the cenfure paffed on
his Sin and Death by the feverer critics.

Thus at length the magic of the old
romances was perfectly diffolved.. They
began with reflefting an image indeed
of the feudal manners, but an image
magnified and diftorted by unfkilful de-
figners. - Common fenfe being offended
with thefe perverfions of truth and na-
ture (ftill accounted the more monftrous,
as the antient manners, they pretended
to copy after, were now difufed, and
of moft men forgotten) the mext ftep
was to have recourfe to allegories. Un-
der this difguife they walked the world
a while; the excellence of the moral
and the ingenuity of the conttivance
making fome amends, and being accept-

ed
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ed as a fort of apology, for the abfur-
dity of the literal ftory.

Under this form the tales of faery
kept their ground, and even made their
fortune at court; where they became,
for two or three reigns, the ordinary en=
tertainment of our princes. But reafon,
in the end, (affifted however by party,
and religious prejudices) drove them off
the fcene, and would endure thefe ing
wonders, neither in their own . proper
thape, nor as mafked in figures.

Henceforth, the tafte of wit and po-
etry took a new turn : And fancy, that
had wantoned it fo long in the world of
fiGtion, was now conftrained, againft her
will, to ally herfelf with ftri& truth, if
the would gaiti admittance into reafon-
able company.

What
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What we have gotten by this revolu-
tion, you will fay, is a great deal of good
fenfe. What we have loft, is a world
of fine fabling ; the illufion of which 1s
fo grateful to the charmed Spirit 5 that,
in fpite of philofophy and fathion, Faery
Spenfer flill ranks higheft among the
Poets ; I mean with all thofe who are
either come of that houfe, or have any
kindnefs for it.

Earth-born critics, my friend, may
blafpheme,

¢ But all the Gobs are ravith’d with delight
“ Of his celeftial Song, and mufic’s wondrous
¢ might.”

The E N D.
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