
i

ENGUSH-L1TERATUR£

3

THE EIGHTEENTH CENTURY.

N treating of the Kighteenlh

Century, or— to speak niurc

exartly—of the l-.igliteenth

Century in Kngiish Litera-

ture, the historian is con-

frontel at the outset bv

a (liltkulty of iletinition.

What is meant by the I-'.ighteeiith Century in

Knjilish Literature? The natural (ilioiigh pos-

sibly liieotian) reply wouUl be - from the end of

the Seventeenth to the beginning of the Nine-
teenth, lint this ingenuous answer will not
sirve espei iaily with certain modern ( ritics.

Aerordiiig m these, the literary Kighteenth
Century eannot be eonfnied within the limits

indieate<i. but uui-.t rather be held to cor-

respond with a difierent period of time,

beginning earlier and ending earlier, and char-

acterised throughout by specific features whi( h
ili^linguish it lioth from the period which pre-
cedes and the period whi< h follows it. .Some
authorities date this period from the K.nglish

Revolution of 1O88, and close it with the
Irench Revolution of i7,S(). Others, with

e<iu.d shiiw of reason, go farther back, and
commence at the Restoration. In a pliilo-

sophicnl essay tliese divisions are defensible.
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and possibly useful, although they are always

open to the commonpLace objection that no
great change in thought can be said to begin

as invariably and inevit.ibly as (Jrouse-shooting

or the I„iw Terms. And even if they shouM
be scientifically accurate, they present insuper-

able objections to matter-of fact people, inas-

nuich as—to name but one very intelligible

ilrawback—they involve the assignment to the

Kighteenth Century of events which took pla( e

before that century begins in the calendar,

l-'urtherniore, they involve the assignment to

the Nineteenth Century o* other events which

demonstrably hapiK-ned in the Kighteenth.

For these reasons—and notwithstandinc the

fact that the present volume, for convenience,

includes a portion of an earlier period -we
shall lake leave, in this sun-ey, to regard

the Kighteenth Century in Literature as con-

current with the Kighteenth Century in ( hron-

ology—that is to say, as extending from the

end of 1700 (the year in which 1 tryden died)

to the end of the year 1800 (the year of the

death of Cowper).

The period intended having been thtis

tlel'ined. it will be well to indicate the nature

of its special gift to letters—such gift, for


