
Preface

On a |)l.m gnaily more loniprLlicnsivc
lli.iii llie tiiiu-honoiircil l-Mxaiit Ji.Uracts of

Vi( csiimis Kno\, this Cychptclia of En^^lisli

Litcrntiii, like ;il! tlie ol.l . yclopxclias

systoniaiic ami iidt aljiliaUclic , and !'i)llottinf;

till- rhronolof^iial (inlor as (]li\iinislv the only
l)railii:al)le <iiu- -aimed to guc a < ()ns])e( Ins

of our :iier,Uiire liy a scries of evtruts from
ll'e more memorable aiitliors set in a bio-

f^raphual and critual history of the literature

Itself. I)r Cliaiiibers laid llie plan in !.S4i, and
for realisini; it sirnreil the helji of liis friend

Dr Robert t'arrnthers of Inverness. 'I'he out-

come of their joint labours, which be^an to

appear before the dose of 184;, was lompleted
in two volumes in 1S44, and was brought down
to (late and reprinted in 185S. It was revised
ai'd extended unc'er the < harge of l)r C'arrulhers

m i;-7f); and a touith rei.vsne, again incorpo-
rating new matter, took hue a do/en years
later. I!iit a keener interest in our older litera-

ture and a fuller knowledge of it, new fict.s,

new theories, atid new light on n diousaiid

points, the incre.ising sujijily of new materials
for selectio.:, the < onti.uied activity of a(( epted
authors, the rise of new and brilliant stars, and
all that is implied in the unabated contiiniity

of the literary life of the nation, have rendered
necessary a nun h more thoroughgoing revision
and reconstruction

; a 1 (imjilelely new edition
is imperatively demandeil.

"I'ls sixty years sinie—just sixty years since
Dr Chambers bega'i work on the Inst edit.on.
Coleridge had then been dead for h ilfa-do/en
ye.irs. but .Southey was still laurc.le and
Wordsworth was in vigorons health. Tennyson
had not yet publisheil those two volumes that
gave him a secure place amongst I'nglish |)oets.

John Riiskin, Charles Kingsley, and .Matthew
Arnold were still at <)xfor<l, and William .Morris
was a schoolboy. .Marian Kvans. at (Iriff, had
as yet no liuraiy ambitions, and ' eorge .Mere-
dith had not sent his lirst contribution to
Cliamlvis's Journal. .Macau'ay was M.l'. for

Edinburgh, but bad not i>iibiisbed his J.ays
or begun liis U-^lory. XW repntatioi, Carlyle
had made by tl e Fniuli Knvhith'n was but five

years old, Thaikeray's fust volume was lately

published, and Di.kcns had issued only a very
few of the long series of his stories. Darwin
had not yet put on paper the first rough sketch
of Iiis evolution theory, and I-Tuxljy was a
young medical student. I-'merson was hardly
known in I'.nglan.l ; Longfellow and Lowell
h.id eaili puniishcd hut one volume of original

verse; and llie .•\uto< rat of the Urtakfast-

'lable' had made but a lew desultory efforts in

literature. Ilowells was an infant, i"id Henry
James was not yet born. .\ vast jiroportion of
what gives character to modern letters had not
yet been written or thought out. Cpper and
Lower Canada liad just been united, tlie New
/ealaiid Company had only begun to jtlant

the (olony, and the first great rush of free

settlers had not yet given promise of the future

Commonwealth of .Australia.

•Sixty years after Dr Chambers and Dr
Carriithers addre.ssed themselves to their task,

we stand in a new century, and, as regards
literature, in a new world. In the new edition,
of which the first \oiume now appears, the
essential plan has been retained. The aim
has been to carry that ]ilan out even more
Jierfectly, and to m.ike the new work more
fully representative of our j.resent anc' -'ast

liteiarv history at the commencement «; tile

Twentieth Century than the first edition was
for the middle of the Nineteenth. Neither then
nor now has a pedantic attempt been made
to draw a hard and-fast line between w'vit is

by right and what is not a ].art of ])i, of
naiional literature, and to include only what
wholly aiiproves itself before the strictest

canons of the higher criticism of the day.
'J'hi' selection was made on a more cat'olic,

co.nprehensive, and historical plan : nobody
beiig e>:cluiled whom the general consensus of
the ages has adjudged worthy of remembrance.
In literalur'' more than in most things human
<Ue ir,/ti^ac,'ik/iti- isl ,/as Hrit^ou/it, history
is the supreme and final judge ; in the end it

is the best books that live.

Our e terjirise has a i|uite definite aim, and
Iroin the nature of the case its .scope is limited
— severely limited by the boundlessness of
the materials with wliiih it deafs. It is not,

and is not meant to be, an anthology of the
perlect models of our prose and verse, a
chrestomathy of purjile patches, a collection
of elegant extracts. The acknowledged gem
shouM be there, if the man is mainly known
by some one noble passage, one sonnet, one
song, one ajihorism or sententious saying; but
something there should be, as a rule, to illus-

trate his average achievement, the standard 'ly

wlii< h he may fairly be judged. Nor doe-; the
work profess to be a marrow of our literature,

or to give the spirit and quintessence of the
several authors; still less does it aim to


