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OBSERYATIONS ON THE PRESENT STATE
OF LITERATURE IN GREAT BRITAIN,

A comprrenenNsiveé and accurate
survey_of modern literature requires.
a more extended and general know-
lege, than an individual observer can
be expected to possess : it ought rather
to be the work of an association of
licerati, The elder Pliny, indeed,
preseated to his countrymen a view of
the state of science and the arts, and
bis multifarious performance was con-
sidered as awmnsing, informative, and
instructive: yet, in varioos parts and
in nuinerous instances, he evinced an’
irnoranee of the particular subject of
discusston. Iu one branch of learn-
ing, the cxertions of a single writer
are sometimes superior to the labors
of a society. Furstiéres, for example,
compiled a more estimable dictionary
of his native language than the aggre-
gate French academy had produced.
But, when all branches of learning
are discussed, it may be conteoded
that two or more contributors are bet-
ter than one. in allusion to an old pro-
verb which I need not repeut. In
definnce of this axiom, the present
editor, unadvised and unassisted (for
surely no aid is necessary in a slight
sketch), ventures to offer some re-
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marks on the existing state of lite-
rature,

‘Fheology may justly forin the pri-
mary topic, to which we doubt whe-
ther due attention is now given. In
the reign of the first James, many
learned divines flourished ; and, when
his grundson of the same nawe, the in-
fatuated bigot, misgoverned the realin,
the nuwnber did not appear to be di-
minished. But, in our own times,
we cannot boast of the transcendent
learning of our clergy. Undoubtedly,
there are some who ean ably defend
the doctrines and discipline of the
church, and c¢an preach *sermons
which are not contemptible. There
are many who maintain the dignity of
their holy profession, bothin erudition
and in morals, and whomn even calumny
has not dared to stigmatize. Some
excel in poetry; some are intelligent
critics; and not a few are gifted with
philesophical minds: but no one, we
think, will say that our eecclesiastical
hemisphere exhibits a bright galaxy
or a luminous assemblage. The ma-
Jority, as Pope says of archbishop
Secker, are decent ; and that is, per-
haps, a safficient, if not a Ligh pane-
gyric.

That learning which is connected
with natural philosophy is more stu-
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diously cultivated. The Newtonian
system hus been boldly assailed; but
it has been defended with superid®
vigor, and meintained by scientific
ability, At the same time, philosophy
seems to have been vendered more
subservient to the accommodations of
ordinary life, and more promotive of
human comfort and convenience, than
it ever was before the presentcentory.

In natoral history, we have some
distinguished proficients. The Linnean
classification has*been improved, and
new light has heen thrown upon the
animal, vegetable, and mineral king-
doms. A taste for botany is particu-
larly prevalent; and though some of
its fair votaries are chiefly influenced
by ar admiration of foral beanty,
others attend to the science with more
enlightened views, and have even
given to the world the fruits of their
researches. -

In the history of states and of cm-
pires, 1 do not find that any living
writers have been so fortunate as to
obtain very bigh celebrity, When
Hume and Robertson were in the
zenith of their fame, an ingenious and
well-known essayist put this question
to the readers of history :—* Where,
alter all, is the painting of a Livy, or
the conciee elegance of a Sallust?' or
where (he might have asked) is the
acwmen of a Tacitna? If such inter-
rogatories might then have been rea-

"sonably urged, they may now more
appropriately serve to expose, by the
answers which they will quickly elicit,
the inferiority of recent British his-
torians.

I poetry could shine in proportion
to the number of its cultivators, this
might be called the age of poetical ex-
cellence. 'We have the productions
of the muse in every form and upon al-
mostcvery subject. By no rules are the
anthors fettered ; and to cominon sense
they have no strong pretensions. They
readily listen to the suggestions of
Sir Francis Bacon, who says, that
¢ poetry isa kind of learning extremely
Tlicentious, and truly belonging to the
imagination, which, being unrestrained

by laws, may make what vnnatural
mixtures and separations it pleases,’
They wantovly riot in the regions of
fancy, soar into the clonds, and lose
themselves in pathless wanderings.
Yet some there are, who enchant us
with the flowers of poetry; who make
affecting appeals to our keenest sen-
sibilities, and altevnately socthe and
animate their readers. At the head
of the splendid grovpe, lord Byren is
vsually placed, thongh lis claim to
the honor of supremucy is contested
by various eritics. The aunthor of
Marmion is also a towering object in
the poelic horizon. He excels in the
representation of scenes of chivalry,
and excites the most pleasing emotions
in the details of amorous sentiment.
Southey is codowed with vnquestion-
able talents, and has a natural vein of
poetry: but, if we may judge from
appearances, he is endeavouring to
wrrite Rimself down. Coleridge has
heen styled the wnost imaginative poet
of the age ; yet his eflusions-are not
generally ndmired, and some of them
sink beneath contempt. Crabbe has
been blamed for entering too [ully into
the mmulia of vulgar life,

The decline of the dramn is a fre-
quent source of regret. Where many
theatres flourish, dramatists will ne-
cessarily be numerous: but such is
the scurcity of talent, that no comedy
of superlative merit has been produced
since the School for Scandal, and no
excellent tragedy has appeared since
the witty author of that celebrated
piece ridiculed the dull and abortive
efforts of dramatic pretenders. We
have been favored wilth miscellaneous
plays (as some imitations of populur
German pieces may be called), not
reducible to any distinct elass; and
to some of these we may allow con-
siderable nerit, even amidst the in-
troduction of false sentiment and -
probable incidents, The plays of
Joanna Baillie arc not so obviously
borrowed from that school: but they
partake of its wild extravagance ; and
her Montfort, in particular, is justy
amenable to critical animadversion, for
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deriving fierce resentment and impla-

-cable revenge from a very inadequate
cause. Maturin pretends to follow
natore, while he maoltiplies scenes of
herror, and, like a ranting player,
¢ tears a passion to rags.’ Sheilis a
great borrower, while he asserts his
claim to the praise of originality.

' In the composition of romances and
novels, it does not appear that the
British writers have lately declined.
In merit and potency, Sir Walter Scott
is * himself a'host,” if we muy really
consider him as the author of Wa.
verley and Guy Mannering. Masterly
delineations of character and man-
ners, strong elucidations of the motives
of action, & vivid display of all the
passions which agitate the frames and
influence the conduct of human beings,
and powerful excitements of interest
and sympathy, have secured to this
writer a very bigh degree of popala-
rity. Even those pieces which he
seems to have written for an increase
of fortune rather than for the extension
of his fame, have not exposed him to
the asperity of censure,—so strong is
the hold which he has taken of the
mind of every reader of taste and sen-
timent. Other novels occasionally ap-
pear; but they are in a great measure
superseded by the attractions of this
fascinating author,

Godwin is not only a political @co-
nomist, a biographer, and an essayist,
but also a writer of fictitious narra-
tives. He has an acute perception
and inventive powers, not sufliciently
chastened, however, by the coolness
of judgement, Caleb Williams is Iis
first and best novel ; and it continues
to please, without including a detail of
the perplexities and-the delights of
love. Maturia’s novels would be more
agreeable, if they were less wild and
desultory.

Among the female novelists of the
day, we may give the palm to Madame
d’Arblay, Miss Edgeworth, and Mrs.

Opie. The first lady exhibits a variety

of characteristic portraits, and gratifies
us by the skilful constraction of her
stories. The sccond touches, with a

spirited pencil, the follies and caprices

of fashionable life; and the third

rouses the best feelings of the heart,
Mrs. West is not only n strenuous ad-
vocate of morality ; but her talents
also enable her to afford that fund of
amvsement which softens the appa-
rent rigidity of her precepts. Lady
Morgan writes with vivacity, and -
pleasingly depicts the Hibernian cha-
racter, The venerable Hannah More
must not be forgotten on this occasion,
Her novel of Caelebs, thongh too grave
for the generality of readers, is by no
means uninteresting; and her reli-
gious and moral works reflect high
credit wpon her character,

Elementary works, connected with
the important task of education, have
been multiplied and greatly improved.
Mrs. Barbauld, in addition to her
poetical merit, is an amiable and re-
spectable veteran in this department;
and the laudable example of Mrs,
Trimmer has excited, among ingenious
and well-disposed feinales, the sedu-
lous zeal of imitation.

The literature which refers to po-
litics I am almost unwilling to discuss,
because it is apt to produvce asperity
and ill-will, in the perturbed stnte of
the public mind ; yet something ought
to be said upon a subject of general
concern. No very interesting or well-
writtea political pamphlets have lately
appeared ; but, in the daily and weekly
vehicles of intelligence, some portion
of literary talent is occasionally ob-
servable.  Constitutional topics are
freely examiued; the fine arts are
noticed with a critical eye ; the varying
manners and fashions are praised or
satirised; and the drama (the mirror
of life) is systematically investigated.
But an overweening self-conceit, a
strong propensity to scandal, and the
increasing malignity and virulence of
party, have so debased many of these
prints, that .an honest and candid
wmind torns from them with disgust.
Both partics are intemperate, acri-
monions, and illiheral ; but the mi-
nisterial editors seem to he more oy
Jfait than their opponents in using the
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Janguage of defamation and scurrifity.
They are seemiogly of opinion, that
they cannot be too free in speaking of
the conduct of their audacious adver-
saries, whose licentiousness would
otherwise trangress all bounds. They
have lately procured the aid of a body
of men caﬁed the constitutional asso-
ciation. ! knew, and respect, some of
the members of this society; but I
cannot refrain from observing that
their irritadility scoffs and spuros at
moderation, and their zeal outruna
their prudence and discretion. Ifa
political junta be formed, it ought ra-
ther to be composed of that part of the
community which cannot expect the
powerful assistance of the attorney
and solicitor general. ° Libels (says
a learned judge) abound on both
sides:’ but the new auxiliaries of the
court encourage one species, while
they feel the iighest indignation at
the prevalence of the other class. Is
it just or reasonable to prosecute ouly
those who have found specks in the
sun or in the constellation of power,
aud do not conceal the discovery?
Are all to be denounced as bad s%—
jects, who make occasional mention of
the existence of abuses and grievances?
Are those to be called libellous incen-
diaries, who deny or dispute the in-
fallibility of his majesty's ministers ?
Are those to be stigmatised as sedi-
“tious democrats or rank jacobins, who
claim the privileges of Britous, and
the full enjoyment of all the blessings
of the constitution ? But let me check
the spirit of rambling, and not quit
the fowery paths of general literature
for the thorny maze of politics.

In this sketch the reviews ought
not to pass unnoticed, as they havea
considerable infinence on the minds of
readers. ‘The principal works of that
descriptior are the Quarterly and the
Edinburgh Reviews. A rivalry in po-
litics, and an emulation of learning
and talent, actuate the writers, who,
not content with meagre and desultory
criticism, produce long essays and
dissertations, which are sometimes
carried: on amidst an apparent obli-

vion of the works that gave rise to
them. A greater degree of vigor is
ﬁnanifestedin the Scotish work, whille

superiority of erudition appears 1n
the other. The Monthly Review has
long been ill-conducted ; and it there-
fore declines in influence and in fame.
The Critical Review was fosmerly a
respectable work ; but, if it be not
now extinct, it is at least approaching
to expiration.

To the magazines soine attention
is also due. 'That which wus the
first in poiot of time, is not at present
the first in merit, Every nomber cer-
tainly contains some valuable articles;
but they are mingled with much trash,
and the poetry is gencrally despicable.
The magazines published at Edinburghi
are considered, even by many English
readers, as superior in the talent
which they display to those which the
London press pours forth. Several
ingenious writers are liberall{ paid by
{he northern proprietors for their com-
munications, when the favors of vo-
lunteer correspondents are either ju-
sufficient in number or supposed te be
defective in exccllence.

Such is the present avidity for the
perusal of periodical productions, that
they are eagerly multiplied by the cor-
responding zeal of publishers. There
are many, we believe, who seldom
read except when reviews, magazincs,
or newspapers, are before them; and,
to those who have little leisure, they
are useful substitutes for profound and
recondite reading. They are amusing
and instructive, and suggest interest-
ing topics of speculation and inguiry.

REMARES ON TEE DISCOVERIES OF
ANCIENT AND MODERN PII1L0OSO-
PHERB.

Frowm the highest to the lowest or-
ders of creation, there is a regular
chain of suberdination and depend-
ence ; and, if one single link be bro-
ken or disarranged, the connexion will

be lost, and the whole system will fall
into confusion.




