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N° 267.  Saturdays Fanuary s.

Cedite Romani Scriptoves, cedite Grais, Propett.

HERE is nothing in nature more irkfome than general difcourfes,

I efpecially when they turn chiefly upon words. For this reafon [

fhall wave the difcuffion of that point which was ftarted fome
years {ince, Whether Milron’s Paradife Loff may be called an Heroic
Poem? thofe who will not give it that title, may call it (if they pleafe) 1
Divine Poem. It will be futhicient to its perfection, if it has in it al
the beauties of the higheft kind of poetry; and as for thofe who alledge
it is not an Heroic Poem, they advance no more to the diminution of i,
than if they thould fay A4dam is not &Eneas, nor Eve Helen.

I fhall therefore examine it by the rules of Epic poetry, and fee whe-
ther it falls fhort of the Iliad or Aneid, in the beauties which are effen-
tial to that kind of writing. The firft thing to be confidered in an Epic
poem, is the Fable, which is perfet or imperfeét, according as the a&ion
which it relates is more or lefs fo. This ation fhould have three qualifi-
cations in it. Firft, it fhould be but One aftion. Secondly, it fhould be
an Entire action; and Thirdly, it fhould be aGreat a&tion. To confider
the action of the Ilad, Fineid, and Paradifé Lofl, in thefe three feverl
lights. Homer, to preferve the Unity of his a&tion, haftens into the midft
of things, as Horace has obferved: had he gone up to Leda’s egg, of
begun much later, even at the rape of Helex, or the invelting of Trs,
it is manifeft that the ftory of the poem would have been a feries offe-
veral actions. He therefore opens his poem with the difcord of his
Princes, and artfully interweaves, in the feveral fucceeding parts of
it, an account of every thing material which relates to them, and had
pafled before this fatal diffenfion. After the fame manner Zneas makes
his firft appearance in the Tyrrhene feas, and within fight of Tzaly, becaufe
the action propofed to be celebrated was that of his fettling himfelf in
Latium. But becaufe it was neceffary for the reader to know what had
happened to him in the taking of T7gy, and in the preceding parts of
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his voyage, #irgi/ makes bhis Heroe relate it by way of Epifode in the
fecond and third books of the Zweid. The contents of both which

_books come before thofe of the firft book in the thread of the ftory,

though for preferving of this Unity of aétion, they follow: it in the
difpofition of the poem. AMilton, in imitation of thefe two great Poets,
opens his Paradife Loff with an infernal council plotting the Fall of
man, which is the aétion he propofed to celebrate; and as for thofe
great actions, the battel of the angels, and the creation of the world, (which
preceded in point of time, and which, in my opinion, would have entirely
deftroyed the Unity of his principal action, had he related them in the
fame order that they happened) he caft them into the fifth, fixth and
feventh books, by way of Epifode to this noble poem.

Arifiotle himfelf allows, that Fomer has nothing to boaft of as to the
Unity of his Fable, though at the fame time that great Critic and Philo-
fopher endeavours to palliate this imperfection in the Greek Paoet; by
imputing it in fome meafure to the very nature of an Epic poem. Some
have been of opinion, that the Znreid alfo labours in this particular, and
has Epifodes which may be looked upon as excrefcencies rather than as
parts of the aétion. On the contrary, the poem which we have now un-
der our confideration, hath no other Epifodes than fuch as naturally a-
rife from the fubjeét, and yet is filled with fuch a multitude of aftonith-
ing incidents, that it gives us at the fame time a pleafure of the greateft
variety, and of the greateft fimplicity ; uniform in its nature, though di-
verfified in the execution.

I muft obferve alfo, that as Firgilin the poem which was defigned to
celebrate the original of the Roman empire, has defcribed the birth of its
great rival, the Carthaginian Commonwealth : Milton with the like art
in his poem on the Fall of man, has related the Fall of thofe angels who
are his profefied enemies. Befide the many other beauties in fuch an
Epifode, its running parallel with the great action of the poem, hinders
it from breaking the Unity fo much as another Epifode would have done,
that had not fo great an affinity with the principal fubje¢t. In fhort, this
is the fame kind of beauty which the Critics admire in the Spans/b Fiy-
ar, or the Double Difeovery, where the two different plots look like
counterparts and copies of one another.

The fecond qualitication required in the aétion of an Epic poem 15,
that it fhould be an entire aGion: an adtion is entire when it is compleat
in all its parts ; or as Ariffotle defcribes ir, when it confifts of a begin-
ping, a middle, and an end. Nothing fhounld go before it, be intermix-
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ed with it, or follow after it, that is not related to it. As on the con-
trary, no fingle ftep fhould be omitted in that juft and regular proecefs
which it muft be fuppofed to take from its original to its confummation.
Thus we fee the anger of Acbilies in its birth, its continuance and ef.
fe€ts; and Zneas’s fettlement in Iraly, carried on through all the oppo-
fitions in his way to it both by fea and land. The adtion in Milton ex-
cels (Ithink) both the former in this particular ; we fee it contrived in
hell, executed upon earth, and punithed by heaven. The parts of it
are told in the moft diftinét manner, and grow out of one another in
the moft natural order.

The third qualification of an Epic poem is its Greatnefs. The anger
of dchilles was of fuch confequence, that it embroiled the Kings of
Greece,deftroyed the Heroes of Afia, and engaged all the Godsin factions,
The fettlement of 4neas in Iraly produced the Cefars, and gave birth
to the Roman empire. Milton’s fubjeét was {till Greater than either of
the former; it does not determine the fate of fingle perfons or nations,
but of a whole fpecies. The united powers of hell are joined together
for the deftruétion of mankind, which they effe@ed in part, and would
have completed, had not Omnipotence it felf interpofed. The principal
actors are man in his greateft perfe@ion, and woman in her higheft beau-
ty. ‘Their enemies are the fallen angels : the Meffiah their friend, and
the Almighty their protettor. In fhort, every thing that is great in the
whole circle of Being, whether within the verge of nature, ot out of it,
has a proper part afligned it in this admirable poem.

In poetry, as in architefture, not only the whole, but the principal
members, and every part of them, fhould be Great. I will not prefume
to fay, that the book of Games in the #&neid, or that in the 1liad, are
not of this nature, nor to reprehend Psrgil's fimile of a Tlop, and many
other of the fame kind in the I/iad, as liable to any cenfure in this par-
ticular; but I think we may fay, without derogating from thofe wonder-
ful performances, that there is an indifputable and unqueftioned magni-

ficence in every part of Paradife Loff, and indeed a much greater than
could have been formed upon any pagan fyftem.

But Arifforle, by the Greatnefs of the aflion, does not only mean that
it fhould be great in its Nature, but alfo in its Duration, or in other words,
that it fhould have a due Length in it, as well as whar we properly call
Greatnefs. The juft meafure of this kind of magnitude, he explains by
the following fimilitude. An animal, no bigger than a Mite, cannot ap-
pear perfeét to the eye, becaufe the fight takes it in at once, and has
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only 2 confufed idea of the whole, and not a diftinét idea of all its parts;
i on the contrary you fhould fuppofe an animal of ten thoufand furlongs
in length, the eye would be fo filled with a fingle part of it, that it
could not give the mind an idea of the whole. W hat thefe animals are
to the eye, a very fhort or avery long aétion would be to the memory.
The firft would be, as it were, loit and {wallowed up by it, and the
other difficult to be contained in it. FHomer and Firgil have fhewn their
principal art in this particular ; the aétion of the Iiad, and that of the
Aneid, were in themfelves exceeding fhort, but are fo beautifully ex-
tended and diverfified by the invention of Epifedes, and the machinery
of gods, with the like poetical ornaments, that they make up an agreea-
able ftory fufficient to employ the memory without overcharging ir.
Milton’s a&ion is enriched with fuch variery of circumitances, that'l
have taken as much pleafure inreading the Contents of his books, as in
the beft invented ftory I ever met with. It is poffible, that the traditions
on which the Iliad and Eneid were built, had more circum{tances in
thems than the hiftory of #he Fali of Man, as it is related in Seripture.
Befides it was eafier for Homer and Virgtd to dafh the truth with fiction,
a5 they were in no danger of offending the religion of their country by
it. But as for Milton, he had not only a very few circumftances upon
which to raife his poem, but was alfo obliged to proceed with the
greateft caution in every thing that he added out of his own invention.
And, indeed, notwithitanding all the reflraints he was under; he has
flled his ftory with fo many furprizing incidents, which bear fo-clofe an
amalogy with what is delivered in holy writ, that itis capable of pleafing
the moft Delicate reader, without giving offence to the moft Scrupulous,

The modern Critics have colleéted, from feveral hints in the I/ied and
Aineid, the fpace of time which 1si taken up by the action of each of
thofe poems s but as a great part of Milrow's {tory was tranfafted in re-
gions that lie out of the reach of the Sun and the fphere of day, it is:
impoffible to gratific the Reader with fuch a calculation, which indeed
would be more curious than inftrutive; none of the Critics, either an-
cient or modern, having laid down rules to circumicribe the aétion of
an Epic poem with any determined number of years, days or hours.

* But of this more particularly hereafter.
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