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REFLECTIONS on the PRFSENT STATE of LITERATURE is
oy " ENGLAND,

IT will appear a paradox to advance,
and be confidered as no {mall teme-
rity to venture, the affertion, that Lite-
rature is on the wanc in this country.

~If it can be proved that this pofiticn is
a groundlefs one, no perfon will. more
heartily rejoice in the proof than he
who here prefumes toexprefs his pre-
fent opinion to be, that the affertion is
frue.

It is principally for {thc purpofe of

obtaining this farjsfadjon, if that be

fincc removed beyond the reach of ele
ther praife or blame, and particularly
in confirmation of a principle which s
apparently ‘defigned to depreciate the
celebrity they have acquired, and the
value of their labours, is an invidious
tafk, to which he does not feel himfelf
prompted by prudence or inclination.
That this 1s a reading age cannog
well be denicd, for the continued
fwarms of new publictions, the in-
creafe of Circulating Libraries, and the

poffiblc, that he hazards a fentiment, eftablitament of Book-Clubs in every

againft which temporary and other
prejudicés will, nodoubt, exeitc a gencrak
tomplaint, But, however this may be,
he cannot hclp bringing it forward,
#nd that in onc of the firft periodical
ﬁ:}:lications of thisage, in order, if it
uld be true, ro turn the minds of
fome pzrions more towards the interefts
of waluable than fip rfici.d \earning 3 or
in cale it thould be falfc, . hc may hap-
pily have his doubts removed, andcon-
ccive a greater cfteem for the age he
lives in, than he is now inclined to en<
tertain of it. * PR -
.+ To mention living anthors in con-

e with thof wha have becnloog

.

part of the kingdam, fufficiently prove
this s but the obvious and necefar

queftion is, what kind of rcading 1s-
moft in vogue? As to the polite part
of the woer, literatrre, if fuch it may-
be called, is only one of their nume-
rous vehicles of amufement. Novels,
and a modern fpecies of writing which
differs but littre from Novels, namely,
Trars and Fowrnals, form what we ma

ftile theic literary gleafurc. And wi

refpell to perfonsof a calt fomewhat dif-
ferent from thef, and whoare dignified
with the appellation of Men of Letrers,
it will be fiﬂicult to find them cn;n?éj
in any ghing bettcr than the ligh% us
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perficial pares of literature. Works of .

cp and rcfined erudition are as fzl.
dom publithed a8 they are enquired
aftcr or read. Now, as the numbers
“of the Mcn of Letters, as they are calicd,
are very nuinerous, it is a clear caf:.
that thofe erudite refearches which
conlituted the charaéter »f Men of
Leters formerly, do not fozm their's,
#d of courle, from want of vigorous
cultivation, decp and falid learning
muft be on the decline.
The elegancics of language, accord-
i g to the modern notion of literary
elcznnce, will fee off a book of very
trifliag merit, and procure for the au-
thor a comfortable, and a profitable
fation too in the Temple of celebrated
Authers; when a work of a hundred
times more real fterliug meric {hall
lic negle@ed in obfcurity, or be con-
demned to oblivion with “all the arbi-
trary fury of falfe criticifm. From this
kind of tafte it has arifen, that fome
Hiftories in our language are cried up
as the firf hiftoric compofitions that
have appeared fince the days of Thu-
cydides and Livy, though the clegance
for which they ave fo celebrated confifts
chieily in the fmoothnefs of/their pe-
ricds, quaint turns of exprethon, and
a noveliftic method of drawing charac-
ters and reprefenting incidents. Ifany
hiftorical work of the prefent time can
be produced equal in all the cffential
requifites. neceffary in that fpecies of
Jiterature, to Knolles’s Hiftory of the
Turks, Clarendon’s Hitory of the
Rebellion, or Burnet's Hiftor of the
cformation, a confidcrable t{cp will
he made towards demolithing thepofition
here Advanced. :
~ With rcfpcﬁ to Poctry, though we
have many ingenious, and indeed ele-
nt claimants to an eminent feat on
rnaffus, yet it is an abfolute impoffi.
Rilicy to mention any of them in compe.
titien with the names of Milton and
Pryden.  The beft Englith Pocts, as
well deamarie l}oﬂ\erwifc, trod elofe
upan the heels of each other in poiat
of time, down to the cnd of the reign
of George the Firft, but from thence
they Rave appeared at ve uncqual dif-
tances, and the number has graduall
fefenc from thence into a rery fm
eompals, - W
The (yfematic theologs of the for-
mer Agey however it may be ridiculed
»ow, hyd t0 boalt & far-more extenfive
“mber of fearncd and pious profeffors,
WYy & wehave preat realom vo, fear,
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can be found among us.'  Let the flip,
pant concife harangues of our modern
Eccleftaftics, half made up of Heathen,
and the ather part of Chriftian moras
lity, without any connefion with the
texts, or any regular order in theip
parrs, be compared by an impartial and
Judicious perfon with the fermons

ublithed in the laft century, and then let
gim determinz which appears beft cal<
celated o inftru

acongregation in the
rinciples of t

Chniftian Religion,

That therc are fecmons pfiblithed by

fame living Divines which do honoup
to their piety, learning, and judgment,
cannot be difputed ; but ir will not be
cafv to match an equal number of thefs
with a number that can be brought of
thofe of the laft Age,

The fubjes of our moft celebrated
fermons are moral duties, or fome light
fcntiments, which require in the eluci?
dation not fo much depth of judgment
as power of expreflion. We perceive
the difcourfes of our old Divines ftrongly
tin&tured with the lamp, and evincing
a_clofe thinking, as well as extenfive
rcading, on the Eart of thcir authgrs,
This is rarely to be found inthe popular
difcourfes of our day. Who ean be
matched with the logical, the forcible,
and the nervous Barrow ? That name
alone of the laft\Age will overbalance
the whole hoft of moderns in this de-
partment of literature.

In the -philofophical and mathema-
tical walks there is evidently a very
great falling off. There are. indeed,
fome eminent names on the lift of thefe
Lranches of fcicufe now flourithing
among us; but then their names are
few, and their confequence inconfider-
able, in comparifon of the fhining hoft
of fages who illuminated the fcicntific
world ar the clofe of the laft and the
carly partof the prefent centry, The
names of Barrow, Newton, Vallis,
Gregory, Boyle, Flamftead, Halley,
Whifton, Cotes, with a number of
ctiers, may e mentioned as a erou e,

the like of which now may be looked for

. .
1D vain.

A8 to claffical lirerature, the people
of the prefent age are accuftemed to
confider it asa matter of very trifling,
ifany confequence, except it be to Gen-
tlemen of particular profcffions; and
hence a man has }i\tle encouragement to
turn the bent of his fludies that way.
Formerly, when Men of Quality were
in general fcholars, they patronized
learned men merely becaufe they ‘w;ore
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foy but this is feldom if ever the cafe in
our time. From the correfpondence of
fome of the moft eminent men of the
laft century, we find that works pub-
lithed in the learncu languages by Vals
fius, Scaliger, Grotius, Ufther, &c.
were certainof a gbod price and a rapid
fale ; butthere are few book fellers now
who would be inclined toundertake pub-
lilbing even a fmall treatife in the Latin
language, written by ever fo good a
fcholar.

We have, it is true, ftill great Schools”
and Univerfitics, nor arc they deficient
infludents. The decay of learning has
not yet procecded quite fo faras to ren-
der a hiberal education unfathionable.
But if obfervation, and the tefiimony
of fomie of the moft refpectable modern
aurhors, may be relicd on, the ftate of
literature has not improved in cither
_ of the latter foundations for the {pace
of half a century paft. Our young
gentlemen, and even thofe who are
placed ift a profctlion to which learning
aﬁpears neccflarily attached, perceiving
that there is a fhorter and lefs rugged
method of obtaining the charatter of
Men of Letters, than by poring over
a quantityof old Authers, and devoting
a confiderable portion of their time o
clofe ftudy, foon abandon the latter
courfe as unfathionable, and unproduc-
tive of profit or pleafure.

One caufe why the learned languages
have funk into difrepute of late years,
Has becn the difufe of quotations from
them by our moft eftecmed modern au-
thors.  In the time pf James the
Fir, and for a long fpace afterwards,
the aife&ation of quoting from Latin
and Greek writers was carrred to a moft
ridiculans extreme. commonly one part

.s
of afentence being in Englifh, and the

remainder in a language fcw readas
could undefftand, At preient we are
deviated to the oppofite point, and the
Claflics are fupplanted by quotaiions
from our own pocts or by French
phrafes. This conveysanidea to many,
thut the learned languages are of Lrulé
or no value 3 and therefore numbers of
young perfons who have received their
education at the Grammar School, aftce
they have quitted it abandun all they
have learnt there. '

By 2 judicious oluomion cither from
the Latin or Greck, an author relicves
him{tlf, pleafes the intcliigent reader,
and creatcs a defire in ther inquifiive
mind to get acquainted with the means
ing of it.

The intention of thefe’ few reflec-
tions is not to imply that the fate of
learning is indced grofsly or rapidly on
thc'dcc%inc. Hc who throws them out
is fully fenfible of the merits of a good
number of valuable writers now living,
and .is happy in acknowledging, that
grcat and important improvcments have

een made of late years in the ficld of

Science, by mcn who deferve weil of
their country and of mankind. Buyg
notwithﬁandmg this, he thinks the 2
chara&eriftic of this age is Jigbincfi, of

a regard for what is fuper(itial and ~

gaudy, to the negle€t of what is folid
and durable. A degeneracy in lcarning
always precedes or accompanics ‘@ de-
generacy of manners, and whether
cither, or both, do not diftinguith the
prefent period, he humlly lcavesto the
confideration of thofe who have grearer
abilitics, and more opportunitics uf cbe
fervation, than he is poficfied of.
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