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ON

PASTORAL POETRY~

HERE are not, I believe, a greater num-
ber of any fort of verfes than of thofe which
are called Paftorals; nor a fmaller, than of thofe
which are truly fo. It therefore feems neceflary
to give fome account of this kind of Poem, and
it is my defign to comprize in this fhort paper the
{ubftance of thofe numerous differtations the Critics
have made on the fubject, without omitting any of
their rules in my own favour. ~ You will alfo find
fome points reconciled, about which they feem to
differ, and a few remarks, which, I think, have
efcaped their obfervation. _
The original of Poetry is afcribed to that Age
which fucceeded the creation of the world: and as
the keeping of flocks feems to have been the firft
employment of mankind, the moft ancient fort of
poetry was probably pafloral®. It is natural to

2 Written at fixteen years of age. P.
> Fontenelle's Difc, on Paftorals, . P.
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38 A DISCOURSE

imagine, that the leifure of thofe ancient thepherds
admitting and inviting fome diverfion, none was
fo proper to that folitary and fedentary life as fing-
ing ; and that in their fongs they took occafion to
celebrate their own felicity. From hencea Poem
was invented, and afterwards improved to a per-
fect image of that happy time ; which by giving
us an efteem for the virtues of a former age, might
recommend themmito the prefent. | And fincé the
life of fhepherds was attended with .more tran-
quillity than any other rural employment, the Poets
chofe to introduce their Perfons, from whom it
received the name of Paftoral.

A Paftoral is an imitation of thé acion of 2
thepherd, or oneconfidered under that character.
The form of this imitation is dramatic, or natra-
tive, or mixed of both°; the fable fimple, the
manners not too polite hor too ruftic: the thoughts
are plain, yet admit 2 little quicknefs and pafiion,
but-that fhort and flowing : the expreflion humble,
yet as pure as the language will afford ; neat, but
not florid; eafy, and yet lively. In fhort, the
fable, manners, thoughts, and expreffions are fall
of ‘the greateft fimplicity in nature,

Thecomplete character of this poem confifts in
fimplicity ¢, brevity, and delicacy ; the two firft
of which render an-eclogue natural, and the laft
delightful.

G H'f.-‘}g/.-"z;r in Theocr. . P.
" Rapin de Carm, Paff; poaee
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ON PASTORAL POETRY. 3¢

If we would copy Nature, it may be ufeful to
take this Idea along with us, that Paftoral is an
image of what they call the golden age. So that
we are not to defcribe our fhepherds as fhep-
herds at this day really are, but as they may be
conceived then to have been; when the beft of
men followed the employment. To carry this
refemblance yet farther, it would not be amifs to
oive thefe thepherds fome ikill in aftronomy, as
far ‘as it may be ufeful to that fort of life. And
an air of piety to the Gods thould thine through
the Poem, which fo vifibly appears in all the works
of antiquity: and it ought to preferve fome relifh
of the old way of writing; the conneCion thould
be loofe, the narrations and defcriptions fhort®,
and the periods concife.  Yet it is not fufficient,
that the fentences only be brief, the whole Eclogue
fhould be fo too. For we cannot {fuppofe Poetry
in thofe days to have been the bufinefs of men, but
their recreation at vacant hours.

But with a refpet to the prefent age, nothing
more conduces to make thefe compofures natural,
than when fome Knowledge in rural affairs is dif-
covered .  This may be made to appear rather
done by chance than on defign, and {fometimes is
beft fhewn by inference ; left by too much ftudy
to fecem natural, we deftroy that eafy fimplicity
from whence arifes the delight. For what is in-

¢ Rapin, Reflex, fur I Art Poct. & Arift. p. 2. Refl, xxviis P.
£ Pref. to Virg, Paft. in Dryd, Virg. *.
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40 A DISCOURSE

viting in this fort of poetry proceeds not fo much
from the Idea of that bufinefs, as of the tranquil-
lity of a country life.

We muft therefore ufe fome illufion to render
a Paftoral delightful ; and this confifts in expofing
the beft fide only of a thepherd’s life, and in con-
cealing its miferies &. Nor is it enough to introduce
fhepherds difcourfing together in a natural way ;
but a regard muft be had to the fubje ; that it
contain fome particular beauty in itfelf, and that
it be different in every Eclogue.  Befides, in each
of them a defigned fcene or profpect is to be pre-
fented to our view, which thould likewife have its
variety .  This variety is obtained in a great de-
gree by frequent comparifons, drawn from the
moft agreeable objects of the country ; by inter-
rogations to things inanimate ; by beautiful di-
greffions, but thofe fhort ; fometimes by infifting
a little on circumflances ; and laftly, by elegant
turns on the words, which render the numbers
extremely fweet and pleafin g. As for the num-
bers themfelves, though they are properly of the
heroic meafure, they fhould be the {mootheft,
the moft eafy and flowing imaginable.

It is by rules like thefe that we ought to judge
of Paftoral.  And fince the inftru@ions given for
any art are to be delivered as that art is in perfec-
tion, they muft of neceflity be derived from thofe

5 Fontenelle's Dif:. of Pafterals, P,
2 Beethe forementioned Prefuce, P.




ON PASTORAL POETRY. 41

in- whom it is acknowledged {o to be. It is there-
fore from the practice of Theocritus and Virgil (the
only undifputed authors of Paftoral) that the Cri-
tics have drawn the foregoing notions concerning
it. :

Theocritus excels all others in nature and fim-
plicity. The fubjects of his Idyllia are purely pa-
ftoral ; but he is not fo exat in his perfons, hav-
ing -introduced reapers® and fithermen as well as
fhepherds. - He is apt to be too long in his deferi-
ptions, of which that of the Cup in the firft pa-
ftoral is a remarkable inftance. In the manners he
{eems a little defe&ive, for his {wains are fometimes
abufive and immodeft, and perhaps too much in-
clining to rufticity ; for inftance, ih his fourth
and fifth Idyllia. But ’tis enough that all others
learnt their excellencies from him, and that his
Diale& alone has a fecret charm in it, which no
other could ever attain.

Virgil, who copies Theocritus, refines upon his
original : and in all points where judgment is
principally concerned, he is much fuperior to his
mafter. Though fome of his fubjects are not pa-
ftoral in themfelves, but only feem to be fuch;
they have a wonderful variety in them, which the
Greek was a ftranger to *. He exceeds him in
regularity and brevity, and falls fhort of him in

- ®EPIZTAL Iyl x. and AAIEIS 14l xxi. P.
X Rapin Refl. on Arift, part i, refl. xxvil,—Pref, to the Edl.
in Dryden's Virg. P,




42 A DISCOURSE

nothing but fimplicity and propriety of ftyle; the
firt of which perhaps was the fault of his age,
and the laft of his language.

Among the moderns, their fuccefs has been
greateft who have moft endeavoured to make thefe
ancients their pattern. The moft confiderable Ge-
nius appears in the famous Taffo, and our Spen-
fer. Taflo in his Aminta has as far excelled all
the Paftoral writers, as in his Gierufalemme he has
out-done the Epic poets of his country. But as
this piece feems to have been the original of a new
fort of poem, the Paftoral Comedy, in Italy, it
cannot fo well be confidered as a copy of the an-
cients.  Spenfer’s Calendar, in Mr. Dryden’s opi-
nion, is the moft complete work of this kind which
any nation has produced ever fince the time of
Virgil’. Not but that he may be thought impet-
fect in fome few points. His Eclogues are fome-
what too long, if we compare them with the an-
cients. He 1is fometimes too allegorical, and
treats of matters of religion in a paftoral ftyle, as
Mantuan had done before him. He has employed
the Lyric meafure, which is contrary to the prac-
tice of the old Poets. His Stanza is not {till the
fame, nor always well chofen. This laft may be
the reafon his exprefiion is fometimes not concife
enough : for the Tetraftic has obliged him to ex-
tend his fenfe to the length of four lines, which

* Dedication to Virg, Ecl. P.




ON PASTORAL POETRY. 43

would ‘have been more clofely confined in the
Couplet. _

In the manners, thoughts, and ¢hara&ters, ' he
comes ‘rear to Théoeritus himfelf; the’; notwiths
ftanding all the care he hias tak}ih, he 1§ 'cer’tain"ly
inferiorin his Diale@t: For the Doric had its beau*
ty and propriéty in the Time of Theoeritus § it was
ufed in part of Greece, and frequent in the mouths
dof many of the greateft perfons: whereas the old
Englifh and country phrafes of Spenfei were éithet
entirely obfolete; or fpoken only by peoplé of the
loweft condition. ‘As there is a difference betwikt
fimplicity and rufticity, fo the expreflion of fim<
ple thoughts fhould be plain, but not clowhifh.
The' addition he has made of a Calendar to his
Eclogues, is very beautiful ; fin¢e by this, befides
the general mordl of innocence and fimplicity,
which is common to other authors of Paftoral; ke
has one peculiar to himfelf ; he compares human
Life to the feveral Seafons, and at once expofes to
his readers a view of the great and little worlds,
in their various changes and afpects. Yet the fcru-
pulous divifion of his Paftorals into Months, has
obliged him either to repeat the fame defcription,
in other words, for three months together ; or,
when it was exhaufted before, entirely to omit it:
whence it comes to pafs that fome of his Eclogues
(as the fixth, eighth, and tenth for example) have
nothing but their Titles to diftinguifh them. The
reafon is evident, becaufe the year has not that va-
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riety init to furnifh every month with a particular
defcription, as it may every feafon.

Of the following Eclogues I fhall only fay, that
thefe four comprehend  all the fubjeés which the
Critics upon Theocritus and Virgil will allow to be
fit. for paftoral : That they have as much va-
riety of defcription, in refpect of the feveral fea-
fons, as Spenfer’s: that in order to add to this
variety, the feveral times of the day are obferv’d,
the rural employments in each feafon or time of
day, and the rural fcenes or places proper to fuch
employments ; not without fome regard to the fe-
veral ages of man, and the different paffions pro-
per to each age.

But after all, if they have any merit, it is to be
attributed to fome good old Authors, whofe works
as I had leifure to ftudy, fo I hope Ihave not want-
ed care to imitate.
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