
The Eighteenth Century

Gibbon had i>lanneil his Decline and Fttll, m\i\

it wa> not until 1788 that the last three of its

eight volumes made their ap|)earance. By that

time l'o|)e had been dead for more than four-

and-forty years. His influence was still felt,

and continued to be felt ; but it was an influ-

ence that was gradually expending itself, while,

side by side with it, other influences were
gathering strength and volume. Slowly and
alnlo^t imi]erceptibly at first, men were be-

ginning to discanl the gradus-epithet and the

formal ])hrase, to substitute blank ver-,e for the

machine-made heroic ( ouplet, to exorcise them-
selves tentatively in older and Inng-neglei ted

stanzaic forms, to write Odes and Klogies and
Sonnets, an<l above all to exhibit an enfranchised

proclivity towards romantic expression and the

imitation of nature. That this was done sys

tematically or all at once is not to be advanced.
But that it existed is manifest from the attitude

of such of those I onservalives in |)uetry as still

< lung to the jiractice and teaching; of I'ope. In

Ciold^inith's first book, the Eiu/iiiry into the

t'nsnit Sliitc of Polite I.,;uniir^ in Euro/',; he
is found condemning blank verse as a 'dis-

agreeable instaiKe of ])edantry,' and as a

incisure wiui h 'nothniL; but the greatest sub-

linmy of subject can render pleasing.' In the

Dediiatioii to the Ti-.r,;ll,i; he returns to the

charge. The art of (ujetry, he says, i^ in

danger from 'the mi-,taken eflb'-ts 01" the learnt<l

to im|>rove it.' 'What critii;i>ms have we not
lieanl of Kite in favour of blank verse, and
Pindaric odes, cho.uses, anapests, and iambics,

alliterative care and happy negligeiK e
'

' Kl.se-

where he falls foul of the t'ashion set by dray's

E'txy, whidi he regarded as 'overloaded with

epithet,' and Mriously proposed to amend by
leaving out an idle word in every line ; ' while

of I'ope he writes that he 'carried the language
to its highest jierfection

; and those who have
attempted still further to improve it, instead
of ornament, have only caught tinery.' These
last lines were writlen in 1764, and it is

dear that, in the opinion of the author of
the Travcilci, which appeared in the same
year, a considerable change had already come
over the spirit of Knglish poetry since I'ope'>

death.

The change, in reality, had begun before that

date, with the solemn-paced blank verse then
secoiul only to that of .Milton—and with the
•5--vr,itv n:Uu:v |\;::)t;;:g of Thomson's Auj,'//j,

and his revival in the Cutle of Iinloluhr of
the Spenserian Stanza. After Thomson comes

Young, who, beginning as a Popesque satirist,

proceeded, long after middle age, as the un
rhyming author of those sombre and declamatory
.V/i,'/// T/iouxlits which at once reflected and
dominated the brooding unrest of the age.

To Thomson followed the 'oaten stop' ami
'pastoral song' of Collins, whose /'•rsiaii

£ilox'ues and Oilts, with their clear toned and
varied music brought new harmonies into

r.nglish metre—harmonies which were farther

elaborated by the patient art of (iray's un-
dying /;i,xy and his wonderful J'iiutaiic Oiks.

These—since the lesser names may be here
omitted—were, save for the spasmodic out-

break of post-I'opian satire in the hectoring

couplets of Churchill's Aostuul, the dominant
influences in Knglish poetry until the date of

Goldsmith's Traveller, which (like his later

Deserieit Villae^e) was in the old manner, re-

flected through a medium more modern than
its author imagined. 'Then, stirring men's
minds with portentous cloud-form and shadowy
suggestion, came the mysterious utterances of
Macjiherson's Oisiaii: to be succeeded by those
Keliijiies of Percy, which 0[)ened to Knglish.

jioetry so much of iinlessoned art .ind primitive
simplicity

: by the medixval forgeries of Chat-
terton

; anil by the revelation, in W irton's

//istory, of the neglected ri( hes hidden m the
barbaric and half-lit past which lay behind
Dryden. All tlie-.e things, with their >ear< liiiigs

and nnveihngs, were 'prologue to the omen
coming on,' and ' harbingers preceding still the
fites ' of that sj)lendi<l advent, with the ap|)roach-
ing century, of the new-risen sjiirit of Romance.
There were still writers, the Whiteheads and
Hayleys and Sewards and Darwins, who clung
feebly and inn -ctually to the passing ci.'ssic

fashion
; but of tii.ise who fill worthily the space

between the epoch-making Ossiaii of 1/63 and
the still more epoch-making l.yiieal liallo.h ui

1798, the greatest ii.imes are Cowper and Tairn^

and Crabbe and lil.ike. 'The fir>t two belonged
to the Kighteeiith Century as defined at the

ollt^et of this paper ; the la>t two far outlived

it. Owing nothing to each other, distinct in

gifts and speech, and having only in common
their poetical sincerity, it is sufficient to say ot

them here that Cow|ier and Crabbe, more or

less, but in a m.inner coloured strongly li\ an
altered environ. lunt, preserved the old tradition,

while Blake and Bums are too original and
individuai to be discussed excejit with that

larger treatment which they will herealter receive

in this volume. But those who wish to e.timate


