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LECTURE XXXVI .
i

HISTORICAL WRITING .

After making fome obfervations on the
controverfy which has been often carried on
concerning the comparative merit of the Ancients
and the Moderns , I entered , in the laft Ledure ,
on the confideration of Hiftorical Writing . The
general idea of Hiftory is , a record of truth - for

L E C T .
XXXVI.

the inftrudion of mankind . Hence arife the
primary qualities required in a good Hiftorian ,
impartiality , fidelity , gravity , and dignity . What
I principally confidered , was the unity which
belongs to this fort of Compofition ; the nature
of which I have endeavoured to explain .

I proceed next to obferve , that in order to
fulfd the end of Hiftory , the Author muft ftudy |
to trace to their fprings the adions and events
which he records . Two things are efpecially
neceffary for his doing this fuccefsfully ; a tho¬
rough acquaintance with human nature , and
political knowledge , or acquaintance with govern¬
ment .

'I he former is neceffary to account for
the condud of individuals , and to give juft views
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L e c t . of their character ; the latter , to account for the

XXXVI. revolutions of government , and the operation of

political caufes on public affairs . Both muff

concur , in order to form a completely inftruc -

tive Hiftorian .
With regard to the latter article , Political

Knowledge , the Ancient Writers wanted fome

advantages which the Moderns enjoy ; from

whom , upon that account , we have a title to

expect more accurate and precife information .
The world , as I formerly hinted , was more
fhut up in ancient times , than it is now ; there

was then lefs communication among neighbouring
Rates , and by confequence lefs knowledge , of

one another ’s alfairs ; no mtercourfe by efiablifhed

pods , or by Ambalfadors refidcnt at diftant courts .
The knowledge , and materials of the Ancient
Hiftorians , were thereby more limited and circurn -
fcribed ; and it is to be obferved too , that they
wrote for their own countrymen only ; they had

no idea of writing for the inftruclion of foreign¬
ers , whom they defpifed , or of the world in

general ; and hence , they are lefs attentive to

convey all that knowledge with regard to do -
meftic policy , which we , in diftant times , would
defire to have learned from them . Perhaps alfo ,
though in ancient ages men were abundantly
animated with the love of liberty, . yet the full
extent of the influence of government , and of

political caufes ,
-was not then fo thoroughly

fcrutinized , as it has been in modern times ; when
a longer experience of all the different modes of

government



government has rendered men more enlightened
and intelligent , with refpedt to public affairs .

To thefe reafons it is owing , that though
the Ancient Hiftorians fet before us the particular
fads which they relate , in a very diftindt and
beautiful manner , yet fometimes they do not give
us a clear view of all the political caufes , which
affected the fituaticn of affairs of which they treat .
From the Greek Hiftorians , we are able to form,
but an imperfedt notion , of the ftrength , the
wealth , and the revenues of the different Grecian
flates ; of the caufes of feveral of thofe revolu¬
tions that happened in their government ; or of
their feparate connections and interfering interefts .
In writing the Hiftory of the Romans , Livy had
furely the molt ample field for difplaying political
knowledge , concerning the rife of their greatnefs ,
and the advantages or defects of their govern¬
ment . Yet the inftrudtion in thefe important
articles , which he affords , is not confiderable .
An elegant Wiiter he is , and a beautiful rclater
of facts , if ever there was one ; but by no means
diftinguilhed for profoundnefs or penetration .
Salluft , when writing the hiftory of a confpiracy
againft the government , which ought to have
been altogether aPolitical Hiftory , has evidently
attended more to the elegance of narration , and
the painting of characters , than to the unfolding
of fecret caules and fprings . Inftead of that com¬
plete information , which we would naturally
have expedted from him of the ftate of parties in
Rome , and of that particular conjuncture of

Vol . III . E

L E C T .
XXXVI .



5^ HISTORICAL WRITING .

Lect . affairs , which enabled fo defperate a profligate as
XXXVI. Catiline to become fo formidable to government ,

he has given us little more than a general decla¬

matory account of the luxury and corruption of
manners in that age , compared with the fimplicity
of former times.

I by no means , however , mean to cenfure all
the Ancient Hiftorians as defective in political
information . No Hiftorians can be more inftructive
than Thucydides , Polybius , and Tacitus . Thu¬

cydides is grave , intelligent , and judicious ;
always attentive to give very exadt information
concerning every operation which he relates ; and
to fhow the advantages or difadvantages of every
plan that was propofed , and every meafure that
was purfued . Polybius excels in comprehenfive
political views , in penetration into great fyftems ,

» and in his profound and diftinct knowledge of all
military affairs . Tacitus is eminent for his know¬
ledge of the human heart ; is fentimental and
refined in a high degree ; conveys much inftrucftion
with refpect to political matters , but more with
refpedl to human nature .

But when we demand from the Hiftorian pro -
/ found and inftrudtive views of his fubjecft , it is

not meant that hefhould be frequently interrupting
the courfe of his Hiftory , with his own reflec¬
tions and fpeculations . He fliould give us all the
information that is neceffary for our fully under -
ftanding the affairs which he records . He fliould
make us acquainted with the political conftitution ,
the force , the revenues , the internal ftate of the
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country of which he writes ; and with itsinterefts L e c t .
and connections in refped of neighbouring coun - XXXVI,
tries . He Ihould place us , as on an elevated
ftation , whence we may have an extenfive pro -
fped of all the caufes that cooperate in bringing -
forward the events which are related . But having-

put into our hands all the proper materials for
judgment , he Ihould not be too prodigal of his
own opinions and reafonings . When an Hiftorian
is much given to differtation , and is ready to
philofophife and fpeculate on all that he records *
a fufpicion naturally arifes , that he will be in
hazard of adapting his narrative of fads to favour
fome fyftem which he has formed to himfelf.
It is rather by fair and judicious narration that
hiftory Ihould inftrud us , than by delivering
inftrudion in an avowed and dired manner . On
fome occafions , when doubtful points require to
be fcrutinized , or when fome great event is in
agitation , concerning the caufes or circumflances
of which mankind have been much divided , the
narrative maybe allowed to ftand dill for a little ;
the Hiftorian may appear , and may with pro¬
priety enter into fome weighty difcuffiom But he
muft take care not to cloy his Readers with fuch
difcuftions , by repeating them too often .

When obfervations are to be made concerning
human nature in general , or the peculiarities of
certain charaders , if the Hiftorian can artfully
incorporate fuch obfervations with his narrative ,
they will have a better effed than when they
are delivered as formal detached refledions . For

E 2
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a

in fiance ; in the life of Agricola , Tacitus , fpeaking
of Domitian ’s treatment of Agricola , makes this
obfervation : “ Proprium humani ingenii eft , odiffe
cc quem lxferis * .

” The obfervation is juft and
well applied ; but the form in which it ftands , is
abftracl and philofopbical . A thought of the fame
kind has a finer effect elfewhere in the fame
Hiftorian , when fpeaking of the jealoufies which
Germanicus knew to be entertained againft him

by Livia and Tiberius : “ Anxius ,
” faid he ,

“ occultis in fe patrui aviseque odiis , quorum
“ caufoe acriores quia iniqux f .

” Here a profound
moral obfervation is made ; but it is made , with¬
out appearing to make it in form ; it is introduced
as a part of the narration , in affigning a reafon
for the anxiety of Germanicus . We have another
inftance of the fame kind , in the account which
he gives of a mutiny raifed againft Rufus , who
was a cc Pnefedtus Caftrorum ,

” on account of the
fevere labour which he impofed on the foldiers .
“ Ouippe Rufus , diu manipularis , dein centurio ,
cc mox caftris pnefedlus , antiquam duramque mili-
“ tiam revocabat , vetus operis & laboris , et eo
cc immitior quia toleraverat * * .

” There was room

* “ It belongs to human nature , to hate the man whom
“

you have injured.
”

t “ Uneafy in his mind , on account of the concealed
“ hatred entertained againft him by his uncle and grandmo -
“ ther , which was the more bitter , becaufe the caufe of
“ it was unjuft.

”
** “ For Rufus , who had long been a common foldier ,“ afterwards a Centurion , and at length a general officer,
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for turning this into a general obfervation , that
they who have been educated and hardened in
toils , are commonly found to be the moft fevere
in requiring the like toils from others . But the
manner in which Tacitus introduces this fenti-
ment , as a Broke in the charader of Rufus ,
gives it much more life and fpirit This Hiftorian
has a particular talent of intermixing after this
manner with the courfe of his narrative , many
flriking fentiments and ufeful obfervations .

Let us next proceed to confider the proper
qualities of Hiftorical Narration . It is obvious ,
that on the manner of narration much muft
depend , as the firft notion of Hiftory is the recital
of paft facts ; and how much one mode of recital
may be preferable to another we fhall foon be
convinced , by thinking of the different effects ,
which the fame ftory , when told by two different
perfons , is found to produce .

The firft virtue of Hiftorical Narration , is
Clearnefs , Order , and due Connedion . To attain
this , the Hiftorian muft be completely mafter of
his fubjed ; he muft fee the whole as at one view ;
and comprehend the chain and dependence of all
its parts , that he may introduce every thing in
its proper place ; that he may lead us fmoothly
along the track of affairs which are recorded ,
and may always give us the fatisfadion of feeing
“ reftored the fevere military difcipline of ancient times .
“ Grown old arnidft toils and labours , he was the more
“ rigid in impofing them , becaufe he had been accuftomed
“ to bear them .

”
E 3
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L E c t . how one event arifes out of another . Without
XXXVI. this , there can be neither pleafure nor inftrudion ,

in reading Hiftory . Much for this end will
depend on the obfervance of that unity in the
general plan and condud , which , in the preced¬
ing Ledure , I recommended . Much too will
dejrtencl on the proper management of tranfitions ,
which forms one of the chief ornaments of this
kind of writing , and is one of the moft difficult
in execution . Nothing tries an Hiftorian ’s abilities
more , than fo to lay his train beforehand , as to
.make us pafs naturally and agreeably from one
part of his fubjed to another ; to employ no
clumfy and awkward jundures ; and to contrive
ways and means of forming fome union among
tranfadions , which feem to be mad widely fepar -
ated from one another .

In the next place , as Hiftory is a very dignified
fpecies of Compontion , gravity muft always he
maintained in the narration . There muft be no
meannefs nor vulgarity in the ftyle ; no quaint ,
nor colloquial phrafes ; no affedation of pertnefs ,
or of wit . The fmart , or the fneering manner
of telling a ftory , are inconfiftent with the hifto -
rical charader . I do not fay , that an Hiftorian is
never to let himfelf down . He may fometimes do
it with propriety , in order to diverfify the ftrain
of his narration , which , if it be perfedly uniform ,
is apt to become tirefome . But he fhould be
careful never to defcend too far ; and , on occa-
fions where a light or ludicrous anecdote is
proper to be recorded , it is generally better to
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throw it into a note , than to hazard becoming Lect ,
too familiar , by introducing it into the body of XXXVI.
the work .

But an Hiftorian may poffefs thefe qualities of
being perfpicuous , diftinct , and grave , and may
notwithftanding be a dull Writer ; in which cafe,
we fhall reap little benefit from his labours . We
will read him without pleafure ; or mod proba¬
bly , we fhall foon give over to read him at all.
He muft therefore ftudy to render his narration j
interefting ; which is the quality that chiefly
diftinguifhes a Writer of genius and eloquence .

Two things are efpecially conducive to this ;
the firft is , a juft medium in the conduct of narra¬
tion , between a rapid or crowded recital of facts ,
and a prolix detail . The former embarrafles , and
the latter tires us . An Hiftorian that would in-
tereft us , muft know when to be concife , and
where he ought to enlarge ; palling concifely
over flight and unimportant events but , dwelling
on fuch as are ftriking and confiderable in their
nature , or pregnant with confequences ; preparing
beforehand our attention to them , and bringing
them forth into the moft full and confpicuous
light . The next thing , he muft attend , to , is a
proper felection of the circumftances belonging to
thofe events , which he chufes to relate fully .
General facts make a flight impreflion on the
mind . It is by means of circumftances and parti¬
culars properly chofen , that a narration becomes
interefting and affecting to the Reader . Thefe
give life , body , and colouring to the recital of

E 4
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Lect , fatffs , and enable us to behold them as prefent ,
XXXVI . and palling before our eyes . It is this employment

of circumftances , in Narration , that is properly
termed Hiftorical Painting .

In all thefe virtues of Narration , particularly
in this laft , of pi &urefque defcriptive Narration ,
feveral of the Ancient Hillorians eminently
excel . Hence , the pleafure that is found in reading
Herodotus , Thucydides , Xenophon , Livy ,
Salluft , and Tacitus . They are all confpicuous
for the Art of Narration . Plerodotus is , at all
times , an agreeable Writer , and relates every
thing with that na 'ioete and fimphcity of manner ,
which never fails to intereft the Reader . Though
the manner of Thucydides be more dry and
liarfh , yet , on great occafions , as when he is
giving an account of the Plague of Athens , the
Siege of Platsea , the Sedition in Corcyra , the
Defeat of the Athenians in Sicily , he difplays a
very flrong and mafterly power of defcription .
Xenophon ’s Cyropsedia , and his Anabafis , or
retreat of the Ten Thoufand , are extremelybeautiful . The circumftances are finely felected ,and the Narration is eafy and engaging ; but his
Hellenics , or Continuation of the Hiftory of
Thucydides , is a much inferior work . Salluft ’s
Art of Hiftorical Painting in his Catilinarian ,but , more efpecially , in his Jugurthine War , is
well known ; though his Style is liable to cenfure ,as too ftudied and affected.

Livy is more unexceptionable in his manner ,and is excelled by no Hiftorian whatever in the
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Art of Narration feveral remarkable examples L e c t .
might be given from him . His account , for in - XXXVI .
fiance , of the famous defeat of the Roman army
by the Samnites , at the Furcte Caudinre , in the
beginning of the ninth book , affords one of the
mofl beautiful exemplifications of Hiflorical Paint¬
ing , that is any where to be met with . We
have firfl , an exadl defcription of the narrow pafs
between two mountains , into which the enemy
had decoyed the Komans . When they find tliem-
felves caught , and no hope of efcape left , we
are made to fee , firft , their aflonifhment , next ,
their indignation , and then , their deje&ion ,
painted in the mofl lively manner , by fuch
circumftances and actions as were natural to per-
fons in their fituation . The reftlefs and unquiet
manner in which they pafs the night ; the con-
fultations of the Samnites ; the various meafures
propofed to be taken ; the meffages between the
two armies , all heighten the fcene . At length , in
the morning , the Confuls return to the camp ,
and inform them that they could receive no other
terms but that of furrendering their arms , and
paffing under the yoke , which was confidered as
the laft mark of ignominy for a conquered army .
Part of what then follows , I fhall give in the
Author ’s own words . “ Redintegravit lu &um in
“ caflris confulum adventus ; ut vix ab iis abfli-
“ nerent manus , quorum temeritate in enm locum
“ dedufti effent. Alii alios intueri , contemplari“ arma mox tradenda , & inermes futuras dextras ;

“
proponere fibimet ipft ante oculos , jugum
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L e c t , u hoftile & ludibria victoris , & vultus fuperbos ,
XXXVI. cc & per armatos inermium iter . Inde fcedi agminis

“ miferabilem viam ; per fociorum urbes reditum
<£ in patriam ac parentes quo faspe ipfi triumpban -
“ tes veniffent . Se folos fine vulnere , fine ferro ,

<c fine acie viftos ; fibi non ftringere licuille gla-
“ dios , non manum cum hofte conferere ; fibi
" nequicquam arma , nequicquam vires , nequic -

. c‘ quam animos datos . Hsec frementibus , hora
cc fatalis ignominies advenit . Jamprimum , cum
cc fmgulis yeftimentis , inermes extra vallum abire
cc julfi . Turn a confulibus abire lidores juffi ,
“ paludamentaque detrada . Tantam hoc inter
c‘ ipfos , qui paulo ante eos dedendos , lacerandof -
cc que cenfuerant , miferationem fecit , ut fuee quif-
£C que conditionis oblitus , ab ilia deforrnatione
“ tantte majellatis , velut ab nefando fpedaculo ,

averteret oculos . Primi confules , prope ferni-
<c nudi , fub jugum mifli * ,

” &c . The refb of the

* “ The arrival of the Confuls in the camp , wrought up
“ their paffions to fuch a degree , that they could fcarcely
“ abltain from laying violent hands on them , as by their
“ rafhnefs they had been brought into this fituation . They
“ began to look on one anotherto call a melancholy eye“ on their arms , which were now to be furrendered , and
“ on their right hands , which tvere to become defence-
^ lefs . The yoke under which they were to pafs ; the
“ feoffs of the conquerors ; and their haughty looks , when ,“ difarmed and llripped , they fhould be led through the
“ hoftile lines ; all rofe before their eyes . They then looked
“ forward to the fad journey which awaited them , when
44 they were to pafs as a vanquifhed and difgraced army“ through the territoriesof their allies , by whom they had
tc often been beheld returning in triumph to their families
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ilory which it would be too long to infert , is Lict .
carried on with the fame beauty , and full of XXXVI.
picturelque circumftances

“ and native land . They alone , they muttered to one
“ another , without an engagement , without a fingle blow
“ had been conquered . To their hard fate it fell , never
“ to have had it in their power to draw a fword , or to
“ look an enemy in the face ; to them only , arms ,“ ftrength , and courage , had been given in vain . While
“ they were thus giving vent to their indignation , the fatal
“ momentof their ignominy arrived . Fil'd , they were all com-
‘ ‘ manded to come forth from the camp , without armour
“ and in a fmgle garment . Next , orders -were given , that
“ the Confuls fhould be left without their Lictors , and
“ that they fhould be dripped of their robes . Such com-
‘ ‘ miferation did this affront excite among them , who ,
‘ ‘ but a little before , had been for delivering up thofe very“ Confuls to the enemy , and for putting them to death ,“ that every one forgot his own condition, and turned his
“

eyes afide from this infamous difgrace , fufFered by the
“ confular dignity , as from a fpectacle which was too
“ deteftable to be beheld. The Confuls , almoft half naked
“ were firfl made to pafs under the yoke ,

” &c .
* The defcription which Caefar gives of the confterna -

tion occafioned in his camp , by the accounts w'hich were
fpre(ad among his troops , of the ferocity , the fize , and
the courage of the Germaps , affords an indance of Hido-
rical Painting , executed in a firnple manner ; and , at the
fame time , exhibiting a natural and lively fcene :

“ Dum
“

paucos dies ad Vefontionem moratur , ex percun&atione
“ nofhorum , vocibufque Gallorunt ac Mercatorum , qui“ ingenti magnitudine corporunt Germanos , mcredibili
“ virtute , atque exercitatione in armis effe praidicabant ;
‘ fepe numero fefe cum iis congreffos , ne vultum qui-“ dem , atque aciem oculorum ferre potuiffe ; tantus fubito

terror omnem exercitum occupavit , ut non mediocriter
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L e c T . Tacitus is another Author eminent for Hifto -
XXXVI. rical Painting , though in a manner altogether dif¬

ferent from that of Livy . Livy
’s defcriptions are

more full , more plain , and natural ; thofe of
Tacitus confift in a few bold ftrokes . He feledls
one or two remarkable circumftances , and fets
them before us in a ftrong , and , generally , in a
new and uncommon light . Such is the following
pidture of the fituation of Rome , and of the Empe¬
ror Galba , when Otho was advancing againft him :
tc Agebatur hucilluc Galba , vario turbse fluduantis
“ impulfu , completis

'
undique bafilicis & remplis ,

“ lugubri profpedtu . Neque populi aut plebis ulla
“ vox ; fed attoniti vultus , et converge ad omnia
<c aures . Non tumultus , nonquies ; fed quale magni
“ metus , et magnae ine , filentium eft * ”

. No

“ omnium mentes animofque perturbaret . Hie prirnum ortus
“ eft a tribunis militum , ac prasfectis , reliquifque qui ex
“ urbe , amicitis caufa , Cafarem fecuti , fuumpericulmn“ mirerabantur, quod non magnum in re militari ufuni

babebant : quorum alius , alia caufa illata quam fibi ad
“ proficifcendum neceffariam effe diceret , petebat ut ejus“ voluntate difeedere liceret. Nonnulli pudore addudti , ut
“ timoris fufpicionem vitarent , remanebant. Hi neque vul-
“ turn fingere , neque interdum lacryrnas tenere poterant.“ Abditi in tabernaculis , aut fuum fatum querebantur ,“ aut cum familiaribus fuis , commune periculum mifera -
“ bantur. Vulgo , totis caftris teftamenta obfignabantur. ”

De Bell . Gall . L. I.
* “ Galba was driven to and fro by the tide of the mul-

“ titude , fhoving him from place to place . The temples“ and public buildings were filled with crowds , of a“ difmal appearance . No clamours were heard , either from“ the citizens , or from the rabble . Their countenances
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image , in any Poet , is more ftrong and expref .
five than this laft ftroke of the defcription : “ Non
tumultus , non quies , fed quale, ” &c . This is
a conception of the fublime kind , and , difcovers
high genius . Indeed , throughout all his work ,
Tacitus fihows the hand of a mafter . As he is pro-
found in reflection , fo he is ftriking in defcription ,
and pathetic in fentiment . The Philofopher , the
Poet , and the Hiftorian , all meet in him . Though
the period of which he writes may be reckoned
unfortunate for a Hiftorian , he has made it af¬
ford us many interefting exhibitions of human
nature . The relations which he gives of the
deaths of feveral eminent perfonages , are as af¬
fecting as the deepeft tragedies . He paints with
a glowing pencil ; and pofleffes , beyond all
Writers , the talent of painting , not to the ima¬
gination merely , but to the heart . With many
of the molt diftinguilhed beauties , he is , at the
fame time , not a perfect model for Idiftory , and
fuch as have formed themfelves upon him , have
feldom been fuccefsful. He is to be admired , rather
than imitated . In his reflections , he is too refined,
in his ftyle , too concife , fometimes quaint and
affected, often abrupt and obfcure . Hiftory feems
to require a more natural , flowing , and popular
manner .

The Ancients employed one embellifhment of
Hiftory which the Moderns have laid afide , I

were filled with confternation ; their ears were employed
in liftening with anxiety . It was not a tumult ; ic was
not cjuietnefs ; it was the filence of terror , and of

L E C T .
XXXVL
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L e c t . meari Orations , which , on weighty occafions *
XXXVI. they put into the mouths of fome of their chief

perfonages . By means of thefe , they diverfified
their hiftory ; they conveyed both moral and
political inftrucftion ; and , by the oppofite argu¬
ments which were employed , they gave us a
view of the fentiments of different parties . Thu¬
cydides was the firft who introduced this method .
The Orations with which his hiftory abounds , and
thofe too of fome other Greek and Latin Hiftori -
ans, are among the mod valuable remains which
we have of Ancient Eloquence . How beautiful
foever they are , it may be much queftioned , I
think , whether they find a proper place in Hif¬
tory . I rather incline to think , that they are
unfuitable to it . For they form a mixture which
is unnatural in Hiftory , of ficftion with truth .
We know , that thefe Orations are entirely of
the Author ’s own compofition , and that he has
introduced fome celebrated perfon haranguing in
a public place , purely that he might have an
opportunity of Ihowing his own eloquence , or
delivering his own fentiments , under the name
of that perfon . This is a fort of poetical liberty _
which does not fuit the gravity of Hiftory ,
throughout which , an air of the ftricfeft truth
fhould always reign . Orations may be an embel-
lilhment to Hiftory ; fuch might alfo Poetical
Compofttions be , introduced under the name of
fome of the perfonages mentioned in the Narra¬
tion , who were known to have poffelfed poetical
talents . But neither the one , nor the other , find
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a proper place in Hiltory . Inltead of inferting L e c t .
formal Orations , the method adopted by later XXXVI.
Writers , feems better and more natural ; that of
the Hiftorian , on fome great occafion , delivering ,
in his own perfon , the fentiments and reafonings
of the oppofite parties , or the fubftance of what
was underflood to be fpoken in fome Public Af -
fembly ; which he may do without the liberty
of fiction.

The drawing of characters is one of the mod 1
fplendid , and , at the fame time , one of the moll 1
difficult ornaments of Hiftorical Compofition . For
characters are generally confidered , as profelfed
exhibitions of fine writing ; and an Fliltorian ,
who feeks to Ihine in them , is frequently in
danger of carrying refinement to excels , from a
defire of appearing very profound and penetrating .
He brings together fo many contrails , and fub-
tile oppofitions of qualities , that we are rather
dazzled with fparkling expreffions , than enter¬
tained with any clear conception of a human
character . A Writer who would characterife in
an inftructive and mafterly manner , ffiould be
fimple in his ftyle , and Ihould avoid all quaint -
nefs and affectation ; at the fame time , not con¬
tenting himfelf with giving us general outlines
only , but defeending into thofe peculiarities
which mark a character , in its molt {Irons '; and
diltinCtive features . The Greek Hiltorians fome-
times give elogiums , but rarely draw full and
profelfed characters . The two Ancient Authors
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Iect . who have laboured this part of Hiftorical com -

XXXVI. pofition moft , are Salluft and Tacitus .
As Hiftory is a fpecies of Writing defigned for

the inftrudtion of mankind , found morality ihould

always reign in it . Both in defcribing characters ,
and in relating tranfactions , the Author fhould

always Ihow himfelf to be on the fide of
virtue . To deliver moral inftrudtion in a formal
manner , falls not within his province ; but both
as a good man , and as a good Writer , we expedt ,
that he fhould difcover fentimcnts of refpect for
virtue , and of indignation at flagrant vice . To

appear neutral and indifferent with refpect to good
and bad characters , and to affedt a crafty and
political , rather than a moral turn of thought ,
will , befides other bad effects , derogate greatly
from the weight of Hiftorical Compofition , and
will render the drain of it much more cold and
nninterefting . We arc always moft interefted in
the tranfactions which are going on , when our
fympathy is awakened by the ftory , and when
we become engaged in the fate of the actors .
But this effect can never be produced by a
Writer , who is deficient in fenfibility and moral
feeling .

As the obfervations which I have hitherto
made , have moftly refpectcd the Ancient Hifto -
rians , it may naturally be expedted , that 1 Ihould
alfo take fome notice of the Moderns who have
excelled m this kind of Writing .

The country in Europe , where the Eliftorical
Genius has , in letter ages , fiione forth with moft

1 uftre ,
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luftre , beyond doubt is Italy . The national L f c t .
character of the Italians feems favourable to it . XXXVI
They were always diftinguilhed as an acute ,
penetrating , reflecting people , remarkable for
political fagacity and wifdom , and who early ad¬
dicted thenTelves to the arts of Meriting . Accord¬
ingly , foon after the reiteration of letters j
Machiavel , Guicciardini , Davila , Bentivoglio ,
Father Paul , became highly confpicuous for
liiftorical merit . They ail appear to have com
ceived very juft ideas of Hiftory ; and are agree ,
able , inftrudtive , and interefting Writers , In their
manner of narration , they are much formed upon
the Ancients ; fome of them , as Bentivoglio . and
Guicciardini , have , in imitation of them , intro¬
duced Orations into their Hiftory , In the profound -
nefs and diftindtnefs of their political views , they
may , perhaps , be efteemed to have furpaffed the
Ancients . Critics have , at the fame time , obferv -
ed fome imperfections , in each of them . Ma¬
chiavel , in his Hiftory of Florence , is not. alto¬
gether fo intereftmg as one would expeCt an
Author of his abilities to be ; either through
his own defect , or through fome unhappinefs in
his fubjeCt , which led him into a very minute
detail of the intrigues of one city . Guicciardini ,
at all times fenfible and profound j is taxed for
dwelling fo long on the Tufcan affairs as to be
fometimes tedious ; a defeCt which is alfo imputed ,
occafionally , to the judicious Father Paul . Benti -
\ roglio , in his excellent PLftory of the wars of
Flanders , is accufed of approaching to the florid

Vol . Ill , F



66 HISTORICAL WRITING .

L e c t . and pompous manner : and Davila , though one
XXXVI. of the moft agreeable and entertaining Relaters ,

has maniieflly this defect of fpreading a fort of

uniformity over all his chara &ers , by reprefenting
them as guided too regularly by political intereffc .
But , although fome fuch objections may be made
to thefe Authors , they deferve , upon the whole ,
to be placed in the firft rank of Modern Hifco-
rical Writers . The wars of Flanders , written in
Latin by Famianus Strada , is a book of fome
note ; but is not entitled to the fame reputation
as the works of the other Hiftorians I have nam¬
ed . Strada is too violently partial to the Spanifh
caufe ; and too open a Fanegyrift of the Prince of
Parma . He is florid , diffufe , and an alfedled imitat¬
or of the manner and flyle of Livy .

Among the French , as there has been much

good Writing in many kinds , fo alfo in the
Hiltorical . That ingenious nation , who have
done fo much honour to Modern Literature ,
poffefs , in an eminent degree , the talent of
Narration . Many of their later Hiltorical Writers
are fpirited , lively , and agreeable ; and fome of
them not deficient in profoundnefs and penetra¬
tion . They have not , however , produced .any
fuch capital Fliftorians as the Italians , whom I
mentioned above .

Ouk Ifland , till within thefe few years , was
not eminent for its hiftorical productions . Early ,
indeed , Scotland made fome figure by means of
the celebrated Buchanan . lie is an elegant
Writer , claffical in his Latinity , and agreeable
both in narration and defcription . But one
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cannot but fufpect lnm to be more attentive to Lect ,
elegance than to accuracy . Accuftomed to form ^LXXVI.
his political notions wholly upon the plans of
ancient governments , the feudal fyftem feems
never to have entered into his thoughts ; and as
this was the bafis of the Scottifh conftitution ,his political views are , of courfe , inaccurate and

■ imperfect . When he comes to the trnnfadions of
his own time , there is fuch a change in his
manner of writing , and fuch an afperity in his
ftyle , that , on what fide foever the truth lies
with regard to thofe dubious and long contro¬
verted fads which make the fubjed of that partof his work , it is impoffible to clear him from
being deeply tinctured with the fpirit of party .

Among the older Englifli Hiftorians , the moft
confiderable is Lord Clarendon . Though he
writes as the profefled apologift of one fide , yetthere appears more impartiality in his relation of
fads , than might at firft be expected . A great;
fpirit of virtue and probity runs through his
work . He maintains all the. dignity of a Hiftorian .
His fentences , indeed , are often too long , and
liis general manner is prolix ; but his ftyle , on
the whole , is manly ; and his merit , as a Hiftorian ,is much beyond mediocrity . Bilhop Burnet i$
lively and perfpicnous ; but he has hardly anyother hiftorieal merit . His ftyle is too carelefs
and familiar for Hiftory ; his characters are ,indeed , marked with a bold and ftrong hand ; but
they are generally light and fatyrical ; and he
abounds fo much in little (lories concerning

F 3



68 HISTORICAL WRITING .

L e c T . himfelf , that he refembles more a Writer of
XXXVI. Memoirs than of Hiftory . During a long

period , Englifh Hiftorical Authors were little
more than dull Compilers ; till of late the diftin -
guiflied names of Hume , Robertfon , and Gibbon ,
have railed the Britilh character , in this fpecies
of Wri ing , to high reputation and dignity .

I observed , in the preceding Ledture , that
Annals , Memoirs , and Lives , are the inferior
kinds of Hiftorical Compofition , It will be
proper , before difmiffing this fubjecl , to make a
few obfervations upon them . Annals are com¬
monly underflood to fignify a collection of fadts ,
digefted according to chronological order ; rather
ferving for the materials of Hiftory , than afpiring
to the name of Hiftory themfelves . All that is
required , therefore , in a Writer of fuch Annals ,
is to be faithful , diftindt , and complete .

Memoirs denote a fort of Compofition , in
which an Author does not pretend to give full
information of all the facts relpedting the period
of which he writes , but only to relate what he
himfelf had accefs to know , or what he was
concerned in , or what illuftrates the conduct
of fome perfon , or the circumftances of fome
tranfaclion , which he chufes for his fubjecl .
From a Writer of Memoirs , therefore , is
not exacted the fame profound refearch , or
enlarged information , as from a Writer of
Hiftory . He is not fubjedt to the fame laws of
unvarying dignity and gravity . He may talk
freely of himfelf ; he may defcend into the molt
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familiar anecdotes . What is chiefly required of L e c t .
him is , that he be fprightly and intereftin -g ; and XXXVI.
efpecialiy , that he inform us of things that are
ufefuJ and curious ; that he convey to us fome
fort of knowledge worth the acquiring . This is
a fpecies of Writing very bewitching to fuch as
love to write concerning themfclves , and conceive
every tranfadfcion , in which they had a fhare , to
be of fingular importance . There is no wonder ,
therefore , that a nation fo fprightly as the
French , fhould , for two centuries paft , have
been pouring forth a whole flood of Memoirs ;
the greateft part of which are little more than
agreeable trifles.

Some , however , muff be excepted from
this general character ; two in particular : the
Memoirs of the Cardinal de Retz , and tbofe of
the Duke of Sully . From Retz ’s Memoirs ,
befides the pfeafure of agreeable and lively narra¬
tion , we may derive alfo much inilruction , and
much knowledge of human nature . Though his
politics be often too fine fpun , yet the Memoirs
of a profeffed factious leader , fuch as the
Cardinal was , wherein he draws both his own
character , and that of feveral great perfonages of
his time fo fully , cannot be read by any perfon
of good fenfe without benefit . The Memoirs of
the Duke of Sully , in the ftate in which they
are now given to the Public , have great merit ,
and deferve to be mentioned with particular
praife . No Memoirs approach more near to the
ufefulnefs , and the dignity of a full legitimate

F 3
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E c t . Hiftory . They have this peculiar advantage , of
XXVI , giving us a beautiful difplay of two of the moft

iliuftrious characters which hiftory prefects : Sully
himfdf , one of the ableft , and moft incorrupt
minifters , and Henry IVf one of the greateft and
moft amiable princes of modern times , I know
few books more full of virtue ; and of good
fenfe , than Sully’s Memoirs ; few , therefore ,
more proper to form 'both the heads and the
hearts of fuch as are defigned for public bufinefs ,
and action in the world .

Biography , or the Writing of Lives , R a
very ufeful kind of Cornpofition ; lefs formal and
ftateiy than Hiftory ; but to the bulk of Readers ,
perhaps , no lefs instructive ; as it affords them
the opportunity of feeing the characters and
tempers , the virtues and failings of eminent men
fully difplayed ; and admits them into a more
thorough and intimate acquaintance with fuch
perfons , than Hiftory generally allows . For a
Writer of Lives may defcend , with propriety ,
to minute circumPtances , and familiar incidents .
It is expected of him , that he is to give the
private , as well as the public life , of the perfon
whofe actions he records ; nay , it is from private
life , from familiar , domeftic , and feemingly
trivial occurrences , that we often receive moft
light into the real character . In this fpecies cf
Writing , Plutarch has no fmall merit ; and to
him we (land indebted for much of the know¬
ledge that we poffefs , concerning feveral of the
moft eminent perfonages of antiquity . His matter
is , indeed , better than his manner ; as he cannot
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lay claim to any peculiar beauty or elegance . His Lect ,
judgment too . and his accuracy , have fometimes XXXVI.
been taxed ; but whatever defects of this kind
he may be liable to , his Lives of hminent .

'V! en
will always be confidered as a valuable treafure
of inftruction . He is remarkable for being one of
the molt humane Writers of all antiquity ; lefs
dazzled than many of them are, with the exploits
of valour and ambition ; and fond of difplaying
his great men to us , in the more gentle lights of
retirement and private life .

I cankot conclude the fubjecl of Hiftory ,
without taking notice of a very great improve¬
ment which has , of late years , begun to be in¬
troduced into Hiflorical Coropofition ; ! mean , a
more particular attention than was f rmerly giveil
to laws , cuftoms , commerce , religion , literature ,
and every other thing that tends to iliow the
fpirit and Genius of nations . It - is now underftood
to be the bufmefs of an able Hiftorian to exhibit
manners , as well as facts and events ; and affur-
edly , whatever difplays the Rate and life of
mankind , in different periods , and illuflrates the
progrefs of the human mind , is more uf ful and
interefting than the detail of fieges and battles .
The perfon , to whom we are mod indebted for
the introduction of this improvement into Hif¬
tory , is the celebrated M . Voltaire , whofe Ge¬
nius has Atone with fuch furprifmg ludre , in fo
many different parts of literature . His Age of 1 ouis
X ! V . was one of the fhft great productions in
this tafte ; andfoon drew , throughout all Europe ,

F 4
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Lict . that general attention , and received that high
XXXVI, approbation , which fo ingenious and eloquent a

production merited . His Jiffay on the general
Hiftory of Europe , fince the days of Charlemagne ,
is not to be confidered either as a Hiftory , or
the proper Plan of an Hiftorical Work ; but only
as aferies of - obfervations on the chief events that
have happened throughout feveral centuries , and
on the changes that fucceffively took place in the
fpirit and manners of different nations . Though ,
in fome dates and fads it may , perhaps , be
inaccurate , and is tinged with thofe particulari¬
ties which unhappily diftinguifhed Voltaire ’s
manner of thinking on religious fubjeds , yet it
contains fo many enlarged and inftrudive views ,
as juftly to merit the attention of all who either
read or write the hiftory of thofe ages .
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