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C emtuf^ t:

he Eighteenth century came to an end in the midst 

of war. In a specia l sense,the la s t  ten years o f 

the century served as a period o f tran s it!on ---a  

time in  which old things were passing away,and a l l  

things were becoming new. I t  was a time o f death and a time of b irth j 

Let us n o te ,in  passing,that John Wesley died in 1791,Gibbon in 1794, 

Burns in  1796,and W illiam  Cowper in  1800. A lso ,th at Shelley was born 

in  1792,Keats in  1796,and Macaulay in 1800.

The impulses and energies which acted upon the la s t  decade of the 

Eighteenth century produced certa in  resu lts that became more noticeable 

and far-reach ing than those produced in the preceding years. Among 

these impulses one may mention the in te lle c tu a l v igo r  and b rillian cy

o f the German contribution to l ite ra tu re , and the new cu lt o f Nature— -

that is ,th e  new enthusiasm with which men regarded the external world 

and what we c a l l  natural scenery---in  England.
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began to wake and speak again in the 

la s t decade of the Eighteenth century, 

the influence was f e l t  throughout 

Europe,and particu la rly  in England.

In the works o f Goethe,Sch iller,and  

Lessing,new in teres ts  and new specu­

lations f i l l e d  the minds o f contempo­

raries  .

Goethe commenced his best-known 

m asterpiece,” Faust" in 1773,at the age 

o f twenty-four. His "Wilhelm M eister, 

begun four years la  ter, was completed 

only three years before his death— - 

it s  composition thus spreading over a 

period o f f i f t y - tw o  years. These two famous works appealed to 

minds,with the ir r e s is t ib le  fa sc in a ti 

o f an eternal problem. With no great 

companions such as Shakespeare had, 

with no a ir  o f poetry and national 

expression such as Shakespeare breathed,

Goethe founded German lite ra tu re .

Students earnestly w restlin g  with 

dou b t,striv ing  to solve the solemn 

ridd les of l i f e , f e e l  their pulses s 

ag ita ted  by “ Faust"; and in "Wilhelm 

M eister",the  same students w i l l  appre­

c ia te  the advance o f man from maturity 

to p erfec tion  of in t e l le c t .
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t i o  9
ik ew ise ,S ch ille r ’ s master­

p ie c e  , “W illiam  T e l l” ,shows 

The supremacy o f the German creat­

ive  s p ir i t  in  lite ra tu re  a t the end 

of the Eighteenth century. The play 

deals w ith the hero of the Swiss Re­

volu tion ,W illiam  Tell,who is  ordered 

by the Tyrant Gessler to shoot an 

apple from his l i t t l e  son's head,or 

( i f  he should aim wrongly)d ie! I t  

was a noble work,and was rapturously 

received  throughout Germany,crystal- 

iz in g  as i t  did the national aspi*^ 

rations towards freedom.

The greatness o f S c h ille r 's  

crea tive  imagination has i t s  counter-; 

part in  Lessing 's  supremacy in l i t e r ­

ary c r it ic ism . In 1756,Lessing published his "Laocoon",which is

regarded as the most masterly and 

o r ig in a l inquiry in to the p r in c i­

ples of c r it ic ism  o f the Eighteenth 

century. I t  is  believed  that Less­

in g 's  "Laocoon" made Goethe and 

S ch ille r  possib le . Goethe him self 

confessed that Lessing's work "trans­

ported us from the region o f miser- 

ble observation in to the free  f ie ld s  

ought".



The influence o f German thought

and lite ra tu re  began to c lea rly  

show i t s e l f  in  the works o f the 

so -ca lled  Romantic poets o f Eng­

land, pa rticu la r ly  in  the poetry 

o f Coleridhe,Scott,Shelley,and 

Byron.

Samuel Taylor Coleridge,who 

had begun to learn German in  the 

autumn o f 1797,translated 

S c h il le r 's  “ W allenstein 's 

Death®,and gathered a 

rich  store of ideas during 

his sojourn in  Germany, 

whence he trave led  in the 

company of W illiam  Wordsworth 

and Dorothy Wordsworth. Coleridge 

came under the stim ulating influence 

o f Lessing,and with that influence began a new era in  English 

c r it ic ism . Says Coleridge: " i t  is  Lessing who f i r s t  proved

to a l l  thinking men,even to Shakespeare's own countrymen,the

true nature o f his 

( Shakespeare' s ) irregu la r­

i t i e s . "

The impxilses and ener­

gies which led  to the new 

cu lt o f Nature and a fresh
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enthusiasm in  poetry,are c lea rly  expressed in the poetry o f both 

Coleridge and Wordsworth. These poets began l i f e  as ardent sup­

porters o f the French Revolution,and were carried.
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away by the humanitarian promises of the 

democratic movement,in Europe. At one time 

Wordsworth,who toured through Prance,serious­

ly  considered s e tt lin g  in Paris and jo in in g  

the G irondists. From the ruins o f the Bas­

t i l l e  he picked up a stone and treasured i t  

as a r e l ic .  He even f e l t  a shock o f p ity  

and shame when England joined the Contin­

ental powers in making war on France. Wordsworth' s experience 

with the French Revolution awakened in him 

a new sense. His quick sympathy with Nature 

was extended to include human l i f e - - - a t  

leas t the men,women and children who 

liv e d  in s im p lic ity  and close to 

Nature h e rs e lf.  He had read Rou­

sseau,and Rousseau had ca lled  fo r

OrbsuJortl

a new society  o f equality  reared

in place of the ex is ten t one----

a new simple so c ie ty , ind iv idua l­

i s t ic  and based upon the natural 

and elemental goodness o f man,

rhen Wordsworth and his s ister,D orothy, removed to Somer­

set,and became neighbors o f C oleridge, the three of them 

[ discussed these matters " by the glow of th e ir  new i l l u ­

mination11. In a series  o f “ endless walks and ta lks” on the Quan- 

tock h il ls ,th e y  "wantoned in w ild poesy” ,u n til together they evolved 

the famous "L y r ic a l Ballads",a jo in t volume of poems which was to 

s ta rt the new Romantic movement in English poetry. In the publi­

cation of the second e d it io n (1800),Wordsworth included an essay,



____the famous "Preface*1----in which the laws o f poetic d iction

were investigated ,the the progress o f English poetry reviewed.

We hope to  return to a consider­

ation  o f the "L y r ica l Ballads"
I

and the Romantic Movement in 

England at a la te r  time,when 

we discuss the lite ra tu re  o f 

the ea rly  Nineteenth Century.
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Our immediate business 

is  to bring th is section of the 

book to an end. Of course,there 

is  no such thing as the c losing

o f a century, except in  the matter
■

M -I
of dates. As a matter of fa c t ,  p

m 7
many of the problems o f the 

la s t  decade o f the Eighteenth 

century w i l l  be carried on into 

the f i r s t  decade of the Nine­

teenth. There is  no rea l break in the story of the nation --- 

King George I I I  w i l l  continue to s i t  on the throne o f England, 

and the struggle with Prance w i l l  be resumed. We have been very 

long a t the task of w ritin g  and i l lu s tra t in g  the story o f the 

Eighteenth century,and are somewhat glad to conclude th is sect-

in the

ion at th is poin t.
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