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то

THOMAS PENNANT, Esq.

F.R.S.

O F

DOWNING, FLINTSHIRE.

SIR,

NDEPENDENTLY of the de-

IND

fire I might have of publickly

expreffing my grateful ſenſe of the

friendſhip with which you honour

me, juſtice would feem to require

that a piece, the original idea of

which was folely derived from an

acquaintance with your works, and

which to them is indebted for its

moſt valuable materials, fhould be

infcribed to you.

ITS



iv DEDICATION.

Its purpoſe is ſuch as I flatter

myſelf will obtain your approbati-

on. It is to add incitements to the

ſtudy of natural hiftory, by placing

in a stronger light than has yet

been done, the advantages that

may refult from it to the moſt ex-

alted and delightful of all arts, that

of poetry. That this ftudy is not

only a fource of agreeable and in-

nocent amuſement, but conduces

to humanize and enlarge the mind,

and in various ways to promote the

happineſs of mankind, has been

fufficiently proved by the obferva-

tions of many ingenious writers .

But its application to the improve-

ment of poetry, has not, I believe,

been the ſubject of particular dif-

cuffion.
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cuffion.

808.1

A292 es

DEDICATION.

By confidering it in this

view, I therefore thought that

fomething new in its favour might

be fuggeſted ; and if what I have

done ſhall be the means of acqui-

ring you a ſingle fellow-labourer

in your intereſting reſearches into

BRITISH ZOOLOGY, I fhall not

be diffatisfied with my fuccefs .

I am,

SIR,

Withthefincereſt reſpect and esteem,

WARRINGTON,

Feb. 1, 1777.

Your most obedient,

and obliged Servant,

JOHN AIKIN.
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ΑΝ

E S SAY

ON THE APPLICATION OF

NATURAL HISTORY

то

POETRY.

N

Oliterary complaint is more

frequent and general than

that of the infipidity of

Modern Poetry. While the votary of

ſcience is continually gratified with new

objects opening to his view, the lover

B of



2 POETICAL USE OF

of poetry is wearied and difgufted with

a perpetual repetition of the fame ima-

ges, clad in almoſt the fame language.

This is ufually attributed to a real de-

ficiency of poetical genius in the preſent

age ; and fuch caufes are affigned for it

as would leave us little room to hope

for any favourable change. But this

folution, as it is invidious in its appli-

cation, and difcouraging in its effects,

is furely alfo contradictory to that juſt

reliſh for the beauties of poetry, that

taſte for found and manly criticiſm, and

that improvement in the other elegant

arts, which must be allowed to charac-

terife our own times. The ftate in.

which poetry has been tranfinitted to

us will probably afford a truer, as well

as a more favourable explanation ofthe

fact.
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fact . It comes to us, worn down, en-

feebled, and fettered .

THE Epopea, circumfcribed as it

perhaps neceffarily is within very nar-

row limits, fcarcely offers to the moſt

fertile invention a ſubject at the ſame

time original and proper. Tragedy,

exhauſted by the infinite number of its

productions, is nearly reduced to the

fame condition. The artificial conftruc-

tion of the Ode almoſt inevitably throws

its compofer into unmeaning imitati-

on. Elegy, converfant with a confined,

and almoſt uniform train of emotions,

cannot but frequently become languid

and feeble. Satire, indeed, is ftill fuf-

ficiently vigorous and prolific ; but

its offspring is little fuited to pleaſe

B 2 a mind
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a mind fenfible to the charms of ge-

nuine poetry. It would feem, then,

that novelty was the prefent requifite,

more, perhaps, than genius : it is

therefore of importance to enquire what

fource is capable of affording it.

THAT novelty fhould have been. the

leaſt fought for in that very walk which

might be expected to yield it in the

greateſt abundance, will, doubtleſs, ap-

pear extraordinary. Yet, if it be admit-

ted that the grand and beautiful objects

which nature every where profufely

throws around us, are the moſt obvious

ftore ofnew materials to the poet, it muſt

alſo be confeffed that it is the ftore which

of all others he has the moſt ſparingly

touched. An ingenious critic, Mr.

Warton,
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Warton, has remarked that
<c every

painter ofrural beauty fince the time of

Theocritus (except Thomſon) has copi-

ed his images from him, without ever

looking abroad into the face ofnature

themſelves. * " If this be not strictly

juft, it is at leaſt certain that fupineneſs

and fervile imitation have prevailed to

a greater degree in the deſcription of

nature, than in any other part ofpoetry.

The effect of this has been, that de-

fcriptive poetry has degenerated into a

kind of phrafeology, confifting of com-

binations of words which have been fo

long coupled together, that, like the

hero and his epithet in Homer, they

are become infeparable companions. It

is amufing, under fome of the moſt

* Dedication of Warton and Pitt's Virgil,

B 3
common
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common heads of defcription, in a poe-

tical dictionary, to obferve the won-

derful fameness of thoughts and expref-

fions in paffages culled from a dozen

different authors. An ordinary verfi-

fier feems no more able to conceive of

the Morn without rofy fingers and

dewy locks, or Spring without flowers

and fhowers, loves and groves, than of

any of the heathen deities without their

ufual attributes . Even in poets of a

higher order, the hand of a copyiſt may

be traced much oftener than the ftrokes

of an obſerver. Has a pictureſque cir-

cumſtance been imagined by fome one

original genius ? Everyfucceeding com-

pofer introduces it on a fimilar occafion.

He, perhaps, improves, amplifies, and

in ſome reſpect varies the idea ; and in

fo
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fo doing may exhibit confiderable taſte

and ingenuity ; but ftill he contents

himſelf with an inferior degree of me-

rit, while the materials are all before

him for attaining the higheft ; and fails

of gratifying that natural thirſt after no-

velty which may be fuppofed peculiarly

to incite the reader of poetry.

THE following example of this pro-

penſity to imitation, taken from writ-

ers of diſtinguiſhed character, will apt-

ly illuſtrate what has been advanced.

SHAKESPEARE, in Macbeth, thus paints

the approach of night.

to black Hecat's fummons

The ſhard-born beetle with his drowſy hums

Hath rung night's yawning peal.

B 4 THE
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THE fame circumftance is repre-

fented in theſe lines of Milton's Ly-

cidas.

both together heard

What timethe gray-fly winds her fultry horn,

Battening our flocks with the freſh dews of night.

GRAY'S Elegy in a country church-yard

next offers the beautiful line

Save where the beetle wheels his droning flight.

LASTLY, Collins, in his Ode to Eve-

ning, exhibits the fame object more

minutely.

Or where the beetle winds

His fmall, but fullen horn,

As oft he rifes midſt the twilight path,

Against the pilgrim borne in heedleſs hum.

* The cockchaffer ; the infect meant in all the four paſſa-

ges.

SEVERAL
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SEVERAL other inftances might be

adduced of the introduction of the fame

circumſtance into an evening landſkip ;

but as they are chiefly to be met with

in pieces of inferior reputation, it would

be fuperfluous to particularize them. In

all the preceding quotations the image

is employed with propriety, and repre-

fented with elegance ; but its fucceffive

adoption by fo many different writers

fufficiently evinces what I meant to

deduce from it, a real want of variety in

poetical imagery, proceeding from a

fcarcity of original obfervations of na-

ture.

THE want of variety and novelty is

not, however, the only defect of thoſe

poets who have occafionally introdu-

ced
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ced the deſcription of natural objects.

It is no lefs common to find their de-

fcriptions faint, obfcure, and ill charac-

terized ; the properties ofthings miſta-

ken, and incongruous parts employed

in the compoſition of the fame picture.

This is owing to a too curſory and ge-

neral furvey of objects, without ex-

ploring their minuter diftinctions and

mutual relations ; and is only to be rec-

tified by accurate and attentive obferva-

tion, conducted upon fomewhat of a

fcientific plan. As the artiſt who has

not ſtudied the body with anatomical

precifion, and examined the propor-

tions of every limb, both with reſpect

to its own feveral parts, and the whole

fyftem, cannot produce a juft and har-

monious repreſentation of the human

.

frame ;
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frame ; fo the defcriptive poet, who

does not habituate himſelf to view the

ſeveral objects of nature minutely, and

in compariſon with each other, muft

ever fail in giving his pictures the con-

gruity and animation of real life.

As theſe defects conftantly attend

every writer of inferior rank, nothing

would be eaſier than to multiply in-

ftances ofthem. I fhall, however, con-

fine myſelf to a few, which, that they

may carry more weight, fhall be drawn

from refpectable fources.

THE genius ofthe eaſtern poets, bold,

ardent, and precipitate, was peculiar-

ly averſe to preciſion and accuracy.

Hurried away by the warm emotions

arifing
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arifing from an idea forcibly impreffed

upon their minds, they often ſeem en-

tirely to lofe fight ofthe train ofthought

which the propofed fubject would feem

naturally to fuggeft. Hence their de-

fcriptions, however animated and ftri-

king in certain points, are feldom full

and diſtinct enough to form accu-

rate repreſentations. I will venture

to cite thoſe highly celebrated zoologi-

cal paintings in the book of Job in

confirmation ofthis remark. In all of

thefe it is found, that fome one pro-

perty of the animal, which it indeed

poffeffes in an eminent degree, but not

excluſively, gives the leading tone to

the deſcription, and occupies the whole

* SEEthe bishop of Oxford's truly claffical and ingenious

Prelections on Sacred Poetry.

attention

H
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attention of the poet, to the neglect

of every minuter, though perhaps more

diſcriminating circumftance. Thus, the

fole quality of the horſe which is dwelt

upon, is his courage in war. This,

indeed, is pictured with great force and

fublimity ; but by images, many of

which are equally applicable to any o-

ther warlike creature. Even the noble

expreffion of " his neck being cloathed

with thunder," is not fo finely defcrip-

tive, becauſe it is lefs appropriated,

than the " luxuriat toris animofum

pectus" of Virgil ; and, for the fame

reaſon, I can ſcarcely agree with Mr.

Warton in preferring the paffage " He

fwalloweth the ground with fierceness

and rage, neither believeth he that

it
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it is the found of the trumpet," to the

lines

Stare loco nefcit ; micat auribus, & tremit artus ;

Collectumque premens volvit fub naribus ignem.

THE indiftinctnefs of moſt of the

other deſcriptions in this book may be

inferred from the very different opini-

ons entertained by critics concerning

the animals which the writer intended.

Thus, the behemoth is by fome fuppofed

to be the elephant, by others the hip-

popotamus. The reem, abfurdly in our

verfion rendered the unicorn, is vari-

ouſly interpreted the rhinoceros, urus,

oryx, and biſon. What is more ex-

traordinary, the leviathan, to which a

whole chapter is appropriated, has, with

almoſt equal plaufibility, been main-

tained
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尊

tained to be the whale and the cro-

codile a fish, and an amphibious

quadruped. It may, indeed, be al-

ledged, that the deſign of the poet in

this place, which was to inculcate fub-

lime ideas of the Divine Power and

Majefty from confiderations of the

grandeur of his works, and fentiments

ofhumiliation from the compariſon of

human ſtrength and courage to thoſe of

other creatures, did not require, or

even admit of minutenefs in zoologi-

cal deſcription. Still, however, fuch

want of precifion in the great outlines

of his figures, muſt be imputed to the

prevalence of a characteriſtic manner,

rather than to the decifion of the judg-

ment.

THIS
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THIS fault, if we may venture to

call it fo, to which the oriental writers,

from the peculiar caft of their genius,

and an exuberance of that fire which

conftitutes the very effence of poetry,

were liable, is not, however, that a-

gainſt which it is neceffary to caution

a modern poet. Want of knowledge,

attention, or difcernment, have occa

fioned thoſe failures which the follow

ing inſtances are meant to exemplify.

LUCAN, a poet much more conver◄

fant with the ſchools of rhetoricians than

with the works of nature, has contri→

ved to fhew great ignorance in a cloſe

and fervile copy from Virgil. That

writer, in a paffage hereafter to be

quoted, deſcribes with admirable truth

and
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and nature thoſe prefages of an im-

pending ftorm which appear in the

actions of certain animals. Among the

reft, he mentions that of the heron's

leaving its accuſtomed haunts in the

marſhes, and foaring to a great height

in the air. This circumſtance is thus

varied in the repreſentation by Lucan.

aufa volare

Ardea fublimis, pennæ confifa natanti .

" THE heron dares to fly on high,

trufting to its fwimming feather."

HE feems to have concluded that the

heron, as a fowl converfant with water,

muſt be a ſwimmer ; whereas every one

in the least acquainted with the hiſtory

ofthis bird knows that it takes its prey

C
only
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وک

only by wading, for which its long legs

are admirably adapted. Some of his

commentators, indeed, have attempted

to free him from the imputation of

ignorance, by fuppofing that the epithet

fwimming feather" was intended to

denote that eafy motion of a bird

through the air which has often been

reſembled to ſailing or ſwimming. But

from the whole turn of the paffage, it

appears evident to me, that Lucan meant

to improve upon his original by one of

thoſe antithetical points which on all

occafions he fo much delights to intro-

duce the images offlying andfwimming

are therefore ſet in oppofition to each

other ; and unlefs the latter be employ-

ed in its fimple fignification, the words

daring" and " trufting" are not at

all applicable. Were even the other ex-

planation
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planation admitted, the fimooth fwim-

ming motion would very ill apply to a

bird which is remarkable for its heavy

and laborious flight.

His variation of another circumſtance

in the fame paffage is equally erroneous.

To the crow, which Virgil deſcribes

as ftalking folitary over the dry fands,

he alfo attributes the action which that

poet rightly appropriates to water-fowl,

of daſhing the water over its body be-

fore ftormy weather.

caput fpargens undis, velutoccupet imbrem,

Inſtabili greffu metitur litora cornix.

MR. WARTON's tranflation of Virgil,

though in general extremely chaſte and

correct, affords one inftance of fimilar

error in deviating from the original.

Ca Behold
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Behold for thee the neighb'ring naiad crops

The violet pale, and poppy's fragrant tops. Ecl. II.

THE epithet fragrant is the tranſla-

tor's addition ; and an improper one ;

fince that plant has only a faint difagree-

able odour.

A MISTAKE, different in kind, fince

it relates to time rather than to quality,

yet reſembling in fubject, appears in

Pope's firſt paſtoral. The rofe is re-

preſented as blowing along with the cro-

cus and violet ; though, in reality, fome

months intervene betwixt their flower-

ing.

Here the bright crocus and blue vi'let glow,

Here weſtern winds on breathing roſes blow.

MANILIUS, in a fhort defcription of

Africa, has improperly introduced the

peaceful.
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peaceful and innoxious elephant into an

enumeration ofthe fierce and venemous

animals which infeft that torrid region.

Huic varias peftes, diverfaque membra ferarum ,

Conceflit bellis natura infeſta futuris ;

Horrendos angues, habitataque membraveneno,

Et mortis partus, viventia crimina terræ ;

Et vaftos elephantes habet, fævofque leones,

In pœnas fæcunda fuas, parit horrida tellus.

ASTRONOM. lib. iv.

MR. CREECH, in his tranflation of

this paffage, has aggravated this impro-

priety almoſt to ridicule, by coupling

the lion and elephant in one action, en-

tirely unfuitable to the latter,

Here nature, angry with mankind, prepares

Strange monſters, inftruments of future wars ;

Herefnakes, thofe cells ofpoifon, take their birth,

Thoſe living crimes and grievance of the earth ;

FruitfulC 3
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Fruitful in its own plagues, the deſert ſhore

Hears elephants and frightful lions roar.

SHAKESPEARE, in the two Gentlemen of

Verona, gives the following beautiful

lines to the baniſhed Valentine.

Here can I fit alone, unfeen ofany,

And to the nightingale's complaining notes

Tune my diftreffes, and record my woes.

THE plaintive character of the night-

ingale renders its introduction pleaſing

and proper ; but Congreve, in a paffage

apparently imitated from this, has ſpoil-

ed the image by transferring it to the

lark, whofe character is always cheerful

and ſprightly.

The morning lark to mine accords his note,

And tunes to my diſtreſs his warbling throat.

Ir has been already obſerved that the

leviathan ofJob iş variouſly underſtood

by



NATURAL HISTORY. 23

"

by critics for the whale and the croco-

dile. Both theſe animals are remarka-

ble for the ſmallneſs of their eyes in pro
-

por
tio

n
to the bul

k
of thei

r
bod

ies .

Tho
fe

ofthe croc
odil

e

are ind
eed

faid to

be ext
rem

ely

pie
rci

ng
out of the wat

er
;

in whi
ch

fenf
e
, ther

efor
e

, the poet
's

ex-

pref
fion

tha
t
" its eye

s are like the eye
-

lids of the mor
nin

g

" can onl
y
be app

li-

cab
le. Dr. You

ng
, how

eve
r

, in his pa-

rap
hra

fe
on this par

t of Job, def
cri
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g

the cro
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as the ani
mal

int
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ed
in

the orig
inal

, has giv
en

the ima
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an er-

ron
eou

s
refe

renc
e

to the mag
nit

ude

, ra-

the
r tha

n
the brig

htne
ſs

of its eye.

Large is his front ; and when his burnifh'd eyes

Lift their broad lids, the morning feems to rife.*

* HERODOTUS, ſpeaking of the crocodile, fays , that it has

the eyes of a hog : ἔχει δε ὀφθαλμους μεν, ὑός : Lib. II.

A ftriking contraft to the image given of them by the poet,

taken in any ſenſe.

C
4 THESE
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THESE inftances might be infinitely

multiplied, were we to include thoſe

falſe repreſentations of nature which an-

cient error or fable firſt introduced, but

which, having been made the foundati-

on of ingenious figures and pleafing al-

lufions, the poets of every age have a-

dopted. Such are, the fong of the dy-

ing fwan ; the halcyon's neft ; the cro-

codile's tears ; the pelican's feeding her

young with her blood ; and the whole

exiſtence of the phoenix. When we re-

collect the multitude of beautiful images

and defcriptions formed upon theſe fic-

tions, and that the very language of po-

etry is in many inftances derived from

them, we ſhall be apt to regard them

not only with indulgence, but venerati-

on. Yet, on the other hand, ifwe ad-

here to this unquestionable principle,

that
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that nothing can be really beautiful

which has not truth for its baſis ; ifwe

attend to the boundleſs variety of ge-

nuine beauties, applicable to every pur-

pofe of ornament, which nature liberal-

ly fcatters around us ; ifwe reflect on

the danger of fuffering falfehood and

error habitually to intrude even in mat-

ters ofthe ſlighteſt importance ; we ſhall

fcarcely give our affent to a licence, as

unneceffary as it is hazardous. A mo-

dern writer can lofe nothing by this ri-

gour; for fince both true and falſe wit

have fo long been employed upon theſe

topics, every thing brilliant or ingenious

which they can fuggeft, muſt have long

fince been exhauſted ; and the revival of

them at preſent is as much a proof of

barren invention as of falfe tafte.

WHERE
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WHERE the profeffed intention of the

poet is the defcription of natural ob-

jects, it cannot be doubted that every

fabulous idea fhould be religiouſly a-

voided. Thus, it has been remarked

by Mr. Pennant, in his Britiſh Zoology,

that Virgil, who, in fpeaking figura-

tively of the fwan as the poet's bird,

afcribes to it its ufual muſical attributes,

when he mentions it under its proper

character of a water-fowl, gives it the

harſh note really belonging to that or-

der ofbirds.

Dant fonitum rauci per ftagna loquacia cygni.

En. IX. 458.

Thehoarfefwansfcream along the founding marsh .

On the other hand, Lucretius has

adopted the fabulous notion of the fwan,

even in the exemplication of a philofo-

phical
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phical propofition . Speaking of the

different nature offounds, he fays,

Nec fimili penetrant aureis primordia forma,

Quom tuba depreffo graviter fub murmure mugit,

Aut roboant raucum retrocita cornua bombum ,

Valibus et cycni gelidis orti ex Heliconis

Cum liquidam tollunt lugubri voce querelam .

Nor are the figures ofthe feeds alike,

LIB . IV.

Which from the grave and murm❜ring trumpet

ftrike,

To thofe of dying ſwans, whofe lateſt breath

In mournful ftrains laments approaching death.

CREECH.

AND in another paffage he blends

this fiction with reality in a manner

equally injudicious.

Parvus ut eft cycni melior canor, ille gruum quam

Clamor, in ætheriis difperfus nubibus Auftri.

IBID.

As
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As the low warbling ofthe fwan excels

The crane's loud clangor, fcatter'd thro' the

clouds. *

THIS latter paffage, as well as the

line above quoted from Virgil, is part

of a fimile ; whence I take occafion

to remark, that, as it is the buſineſs

of every figure of compariſon either to

illuftrate or to enforce the fimple idea,

it is certainly requifite that they ſhould

be founded upon circumſtances to which

the mind ofthe reader can affent ; other-

wife they can produce little effect. The

writer of Scriblerus gives a ludicrous ex-

ample ofa fimile built upon fiction.

Thus have I feen in Araby the bleft

A phoenix couch'd upon her funeral neſt ;

* CREECH'stranflation oftheſe lines is fo veryinadequate

as to give no idea of the original,

a fight
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a fight which neither the author, nor

any one elſe, ever did fee. Obvious as

the abfurdity here is, the following paf-

fage in Milton, though written quite

in the ſpirit of that divine poet, ſtands

upon the very fame ground of cenfure..

As when a gryffon thro' the wilderneſs

With winged courſe, o'er hill or moory dale

Purfues the Arimafpian, who by ftealth

Has from his wakeful cuſtody purloin'd

The guarded gold.

PARAD. LOST.

PERHAPS, in a modern writer we

fhould require an adherence to truth,

even in the repreſentation of thoſe high-

er and lefs obvious parts of the econo-

my of nature which come under the

furvey of philofophy. The Copernican

theory ofthe folar fyftem has been now

long enough eſtabliſhed to take place

of
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ofthe Ptolemaic even in poetical allu-

fion ; and the fun, tranquilly feated

in the centre of its vaft dependencies,

cheering, invigorating, and animating

the whole, may, on every occafion of

fublime imagery, fupercede the chariot

of Phœbus, for ever painfully dragged

round the petty globe we inhabit.

How inexcufable is the reaſoning, the

philofophical Dr. Young in adopting

an abfurd notion entertained by fome

ofthe fathers, that the final conflagra-

tion of the world will begin at midnight ;

as if it were poffible for night at any

-one inftant to be univerſal on the globe,

or an equal portion of the earth were

not always illuminated by the fun !

At midnight, when mankind is wrapt in peace,

And worldly fancy feeds on golden dreams,

To
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To give more dread to man's moſt dreadful hour,

At midnight, 'tis prefum'd, this pomp will burf

From tenfold darkneſs.

2

NIGHT THOUGHTS.

EVEN in the more confined parts of

knowledge, with which it is not requi-

fite for a perſon of liberal education to

be intimately acquainted, exploded er-

rors fhould be avoided, whenever it is

thought proper to introduce fuch fub-

jects. Allufions to chemiſtry were ex-

tremely faſhionable in the poetry of the

laſt century ; but ſo many falſe opinions

were then received into that ſcience,

that the fame images would give diſguſt

rather than pleaſure to one acquainted

with it in its prefent ftate of improve-

ment. The fancied revivification of a

flower from its afhes, which furniſhed

a topic for the wit of Cowley and

D'avenant,
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D'avenant, could fcarcely be employed

to advantage by a modern writer.

ON the whole, although fictions of

fome kind have been justly accounted

the very foul of poetry, and cannot be

rejected without depriving it of its

choiceft ornaments, yet falſe repreſen-

tations of natural things, the real pro-

perties ofwhich are commonly known,

and are equally capable of poetical uſe,

cannot ſtand the teft of found criticiſm.

And eſpecially, the trite and hackney-

ed fables of ancient poets, when copied

by modern writers, muſt appear as fri-

gid and uninterefting as they are ex-

travagant and unnatural.

HITHERTO it has been chiefly at-

tempted to fhew that the accurate and

fcientific
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fcientific ftudy of nature would obviate

many of the defects ufually difcoverable

in poetical compofitions. The more

pleafing taſk fucceeds, of exhibiting to

view the beauties which the poet may

derive from this fource. And here, I

ſhall firſt remark, that every part of

natural hiftory does not feem equally

capable of affording poetical imagery.

The vegetable creation, delightful as

it is to the fenfes, and extenfive in uti-

lity, yields comparatively few materi-

als to the poet, whofe art is principal-

ly defective in repreſenting thoſe qua-

lities in which it chiefly excels ; colour,

fcent, and taſte. The mineral king-

dom is ftill more fteril, and uncommo-

dated to defcription. The animal race,

who, in common with their human lord

and head, have, almoft univerfally,

fomewhatD
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fomewhat ofmoral and intellectual cha-

racter ; whoſe motions, habitations, and

purſuits, are fo infinitely and curiouſly

varied ; and whofe connection with

man ariſes to a fort of companionſhip

and mutual attachment ; feem on theſe

accounts peculiarly adapted to the pur-

poſes of poetry. Separately confider-

ed, they afford matter for pleaſing and

even fublime fpeculation ; in the rural

landſkip they give animation to the

objects around them ; and viewed in

compariſon with human kind, they ſug-

geft amufing and inftructive leffons.

That part of natural hiſtory termed zo-

ology has therefore almoſt ſolely furniſh-

ed `the fubjects of the enſuing pages .

To fhew, by examples drawn from

thoſe poets who have eminently fucceed-

ed
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ed in deſcriptions of animal nature, that

this fource has actually been productive

of beauties of the moſt ſtriking kind ;

and to point out from the writers in na-

tural hiſtory ſome new objects which

might have improved the poetry of paſt,

or may adorn that of future compoſers,

will be the attempt of the remaining

part ofthis Effay.

No writer among the ancients ap-

pears to have made a more advantage-

ous ufe of zoological obfervations than

Virgil . This great poet, whofe reputa-

tion has, perhaps, been injured by his

excellencies, fince a nice attention to

correctneſs and harmony is ufually

thought incompatible with exalted ge-

nius, had, in reality, all that enthufi-

aftic fondnefs for the beauties of nature

whichD 2
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which univerfally accompanies a fublime

and vigorous imagination. Of the three

kinds of poetical compofition in which

he engaged, one alone, however, gave

free fcope to his talents for original

defcription. In paftoral and epic poe-

try he was an imitator ; but the Geor-

gics were his own ; his favourite and

finiſhed work ; in which his genius dif-

played itſelf, free from every reſtraint,

except fuch as the plan of a didactic

poem neceffarily impofed. It accord-

ingly contains a larger fhare of natural

beauties than any other production, an-

tient or modern, Thomfon's Seafons ex-

cepted, which had the advantage of a

ftill more enlarged and unencumbered

* THE rude ſketch of Hefiod can ſcarcely be accounted

even a diſtant model of Virgil's Georgics.

plan.
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plan. Some of theſe I fhall felect for

the purpoſes of this Effay.

AMONG the prognoftics ofan impend-

ing ftorm , related in the firſt Georgic,

thoſe derived from the actions of cer-

tain animals are fingularly pictureſque.

Many of theſe, it is true, are borrow-

ed from Aratus, a Greek poet ; but

they are all fo improved by the maf-

terly hand of Virgil, as well in the ad-

dition of new circumſtances, as the

fuperior force and beauty ofthe diction,

that they become, in great meaſure, his

own. What truth, variety, and dif-

tinctneſs in the following images !

Cum medio celeres revolant ex æquore Mergi,

Clamoremque ferunt ad litora, cumque marinæ

D 3 In
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In ficco ludunt Fulice : notafque paludes

Deferit, atque altam fupra volat Ardea nubem.
*

When loud the Corm'rant ſcreams, and feeks the

land,

And Coots and Sea- gulls fport upon the fand ;

And the tall Hern his marthy haunts forfakes,

And tow'rs to heav'n above the cuftom'd lakes.

WARTON.

numquam imprudentibus imber

Obfuit. aut illum furgentem vallibus imis

Aëriæ fugere Grues : aut Bucula cælum

Sufpiciens, patulis captavit naribus auras :

Aut arguta lacus circumvolitavit Hirundo :

Et veterem in limo Ranæ cecinere querelam .

Sæpius & tectis penetralibus extulit ova

Anguftum Formica terens iter

* THE Bittern is thought by Mr. Pennant to be the fpe-

cies of Heron here meant, fromthe obſervation ofWillygh-

by that this bird in autumn foars into the air with a ſpiral

afcent to a great height, making at the fame me a fingular

noife. Penn, Br. Zool,

et
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et e paftu decedens agmine magno

Corvorum increpuit denfis exercitus alis.

Jam varias pelagi volucres, & quæ Afia circum

Dulcibus in ftagnis rimantur prata Cayſtri,

Certatim largos humeris infundere rores ;

Nunccaput objectare fretis, nunc currere in undas,

Et ftudio incaffum videas geſtire lavandi.

Tum Cornix plena pluvium vocat improba voce,

Et fola in ficca fecum fpatiatur arena.

Sure warnings ftill the ftormy fhowers precede ;

The confcious Cranes forfake the vapoury mead,

The Heifer toffing high her head in air,

With broader noftrils fnuffs the gale afar ;

Light ſkims the chirping Swallow o'er the flood,

The Frogs croak hoarſely on their beds of mud ;

Her eggs abroad the prudent Pifmire bears,

While at her work a narrow road fhe wears.

on rustling pinions loud

The Crows, * a numerous hoft ! from pafture

homeward crowd.

D 4 Lo!

MR. PENNANT fuppofes the Corvus of Virgil tobethe

Rook, as the only fpecies of the kind which is gregarious ;

and
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Lo various fea-fowl, and each bird that breeds

In Afian lakes, near fweet Cayfter's meads,

O'er their ſmooth fhoulders ftrive the ftream to

fling,

And wash in wanton fport each ſnowy wing;

Now dive, now run upon the wat❜ry plain,

And long to lave their downy plumes in vain :

Loudly the rains the boding Rook demands,

And folitary ſtalks acroſs the ſcorching fands.

WARTON.

THE approaching return of fair wea-

ther is likewife marked out by tokens

drawn from the animal creation. One

oftheſe forms an extremely natural and

pleafing picture.

Tum liquidas Corvi, preffo ter gutture voces

Aut quater ingeminant : et fæpe cubilibus altis,

Nefcio qua præter folitum dulcedine læti,

and the Cornix, mentioned a few lines below, and tranſla

ted Rook, the Carrion Crow. Br. Zool.

Inter
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Inter fe foliis ftrepitant : juvat imbribus actis,

Progeniem parvam, dulcefque reviſere nidos.

With throats comprefs'd, with fhrill and clearer

voice,

The tempeft gone, the cawing Rooks rejoice ;

Seek with unuſual joys, on branches hung

Their much lov'd nefts, and feed their callow

young.

WARTON.

IT it obfervable that Thomſon, who

ſtudied nature fo attentively as well

to merit the epithet given him by Mr.

Pennant of the Naturalift's Poet, has al-

moſt tranſlated Virgil's prognoftics, of

the weather, ſcarcely adding a fingle

circumftance. We fhall preſently, how-

ever, find fufficient occafion to difplay

his unrivalled excellence in delineations

from nature.

THE
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THE fubjects of the third and fourth

Georgics are exprefsly zoological, and

afford many fine paffages in which the

poet's accurate attention to natural hif-

tory is evinced. It is worthy of obfer-

vation, that he has, in a manner, con-

fined his claim of originality to thefe

books ; introducing them with a decla-

ration that every other fubject ofpoetry

is already exhaufted. If this could be

faid with truth in the time of Virgil,

how much more forcibly will it apply to

the ſtate ofpoetry in our days ?

FROM the third Georgic I fhall felect

a paffage more fimply and purely de-

fcriptive than perhaps any other to be

met with in poetry. It is indeed fo cir-

cumftantial and exact that it might al-

moſt anſwer the purpoſe of a naturaliſt,

and
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and yet fo replete with glowing expref-

fion and lively fancy, that ſcarcely any

thing can be more characteriſtic ofthe

poet.-A ftriking example how happi-

ly their reſpective ideas may be blended !

This is the celebrated deſcription of the

Calabrian Cherfydrus.

Eft etiam ille malus Calabris in faltibus anguis,

Squamea convolvens fublato pectore terga,

Atque notis longam maculofus grandibus alvum :

Qui, dum amnes ulli rumpuntur fontibus , & dum

Vere madent udo terræ ac pluvialibus auftris,

Stagna colit, ripifque habitans, hic pifcibus

atram

Improbus ingluviem raniſque loquacibus explet.

Poftquam exufta palus , terræque ardore dehifcunt,

Exilit in ficcum, & flammantia lumina torquens

Sævit agris, afperque fiti atque exterritus æftu .

Ne mihi tum molles fub dio carpere fomnos,

Neu dorfo nemoris libeat jacuiffe per herbas :

Cum, pofitis novus exuviis, nitidufque juventa,

Volvitur,
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Volvitur, aut catulos tectis aut ova relinquens,

Arduus ad folem, & linguis micat ore trifulcis.

Calabria's forefts breed a baneful fnake,

With lofty breaft elate, and ſcaly back,

And with broad fpots his winding belly black:

Who, when the rivers burft their rocky bounds,

And fouthern fhowers bedewthe vernal grounds,

Haunts the moiſt bank, and in the wat❜ry bogs

Swells his dire paunch with fifh, and croaking

frogs :

But when keen heat the fens of moiſture drains,

And cleaves the glebe, he rages o'er the plains,

While mad with thirft, and fill'd with drear

amaze,

At the fierce beam his rolling eye- lids blaze.

May ne'er foft fleep on a green bank, furpriſe,

Faft by fome foreft-fide, my drooping eyes,

When caft his ſkin , and fleek in youthful prime,

Recent he rides, before the fun fublime ;

Regardless ofthe neft, deferts his young,

And brandishes and darts his triple-forked tongue.

WARTON.

THE
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THE fourth Georgic is a complete

hiſtory ofa fingle animal, the bee ; and

contains almoſt every thing that has

been known and believed concerning

this infect down to the time of Swam-

merdam and Reaumur. Pliny's minute

and curious account of the bee is in

great part copied from Virgil : but this

writer, who may be termed a poetical

Naturalift, has added fome little pic-

turefque circumftances which would

have appeared to advantage in the poem:

Conformably to the propofed deſign of

fhewing what might have been done,

as well as what has been done, in en-

riching poetry from the ftores of natu→

ral hiftory, I fhall here infert ſome

paffages from Pliny which, in this

view, appeared moft ftriking.

" IN-
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" INTERDIU ftatio ad portas more

" caftrorum, noctu quies in matutinum,

" donec una excitet gemino aut triplici

" bombo, ut buccino aliquo. Tunc

"univerfi provolant. Quum

" advefperafcit, in alveo ftrepunt mi-

" nus ac minus, donec una circumvo-

" let eodem, quo excitavit, bombo :

" et hoc caftrorum more. Tunc re-

pente omnes conticefcunt. " " In the

day time a fentry is placed at the en-

trance of the hive, as in a camp. In

the night all are quiet till morning ;

when one awakens the reft with a loud

buz two or three times repeated, like

atrumpet. Then they all fly abroad.--

At the approach of evening the noiſe

of the hive gradually decreaſes, till at

length one flies round withthe fame buz

that was the morning fignal ; when

they
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they are all inftantly hufhed." . Even

that part which Virgil has fo highly

laboured, the homage and adoration

paid by the bees to their king, would

admit of a heightening from Pliny.

When he goes abroad, the ſwarm not

only crowd around him with awe and

admiration, but conceal him from

fight ; " cerni non patitur. " Each

wiſhes to be near him, and rejoices to

be beheld by him in his duty. Where-

ver he alights, there the whole hoft

encamp . " Se quæque proximam illi

cupit effe, et in officio confpici gau-

❝ det. Ubicunque ille confedit, ibi

" cunctarum caftra funt."

MILTON, a poet confeffedly fupreme

in the regions of fancy, has, in nume-

rous inftances, fhewn an equal familiari-

ty
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The gar-
ty with the walks of nature .

den of Eden, the most delicious rural

fcene that imagination ever painted, was

not furniſhed by hackneyed ideas drawn

from paſtoral poetry, but by that pier-

cing and intelligent furvey through real

objects, which feizes and appropriates to

its own ufe each devious fcattered beau-

ty. Every flowery verfifier has materi-

als at hand for a lover's bower ; but a

botanift alone could have culled and

forted the plants which compoſe the

charming bower ofEve.

* THE reader will note, that this term, as well as that

of naturalift, is not, in the preſent Effay, confined to the

adept in ſyſtems and proficient in names : it is intended

to compriſe every one who furveys natural objects with a

fearching and diſtinguiſhing eye ; whether he confider

them fingly, or as parts of a ſyſtem , whether he call them

bytheir trivial or learned appellations.

-the
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the roof

Of thickeft covert was inwoven ſhade

Laurel and myrtle, and what higher grew

Of firm and fragrant leaf ; on either fide

Acanthus, and each odorous bufhy ſhrub

Fenc'duptheverdant wall ; each beauteous flower,

Itis all hues, rofes andjeffamin

Rear'd high their floriſh'd heads between, and

wrought

Mofaic ; underfoot the violet,

Crocus and hyacinth with rich inlay

Broider'd the ground.

PAR. LOST, Book IV.

In the fame maſterly ftyle of defcrip-

tion are thoſe zoological ſketches, in-

troduced in the account ofthe creation,

Book VII. At the great primæval com-

mand " Be fruitful and multiply " what

a living ſcene inftantly rifes to view.

Forthwith thefounds and feas, each creek and bay

With fry innumerable fwarm, and fhoals

E Of
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1

Offiſh that with their fins and fhining ſcales

Glide under the green wave, in fculls that oft

Bank the mid fea : part fingle or with mate

Graze the fea weed their paſture, and through

groves

Of coral ftray, or ſporting with quick glance .

Show to the fun their wav'd coats dropt with gold,

Or in their pearly ſhells at eaſe, attend

Moift nutriment, or under rocks their food

In jointed armour watch on fmooth the feal

And bended dolphins play : part huge of bulk

Wallowing unwieldy, enormous in their gate

Tempeft the ocean : there Leviathan,

Hugeft of living creatures, on the deep

Stretch'd like a promontory fleeps or ſwims

And ſeems a moving land, and at his gills

Draws in, and at his trunk ſpouts out a fea,

THE imagery ftill heightens when the

winged race are deſcribed.

there the eagle and the ſtork

On cliffs and cedar tops their eyries build :

Part
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Part looſely wing the region, part more wife

In common, rang'd in figure wedge their way,

Intelligent of ſeaſons, and fet forth

Their aery caravan high over feas

Flying, and over lands with mutual wing

Eafing their flight ; fo fteers the prudent crane

Her annual voyage, borne on winds ; the air

Flotes as they paſs, fann'd with unnumber'd

plumes :

From branch to branch the fmaller birds with

fong

Solac'd the woods, and ſpread their painted wings

Till ev'n, nor then thefolemn nightingale.

Ceas'd warbling, but all night tun'd her ſoft lays :

Others on filver lakes and rivers bath'd

Their downy breaft ; the fwan with arched neck

Between her white wings mantling proudly, rows

Her ftate with oary feet ; yet oft they quit

The dank, and riſing on ſtiff pennons, tower

The mid aereal ſky : others on ground

Walk'd firm ; the crefted cock whofe clarion

founds

The filent hours, and th' other whofe gay train

AdorasE 2
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Adorns him, colour'd with the florid hue

Ofrainbows and ſtarry eyes.

MR. PENNANT, who, whenever his

fubject will admit of it, joins the ele-

gant critic to the accurate naturalift,

remarks upon the exquifite picture of

the fwan in the foregoing lines, that

the poet had probably in his eye this

beautiful paffage ofSilius Italicus.

Haud fecus Eridani ftagnis, ripâve Cayftri

Innatat albus olor, pronoque immobile corpus

Dat fluvio, & pedibus tacitas eremigat undas.

THE reader will pardon the following

very inadequate tranſlation.

Thus on the Po, or ſweet Cayſter's ſtream,

Swims the white fwan, and all his moveleſs form

Gives to the headlong current, while beneath,

With oary feet he ſcoops the filent wave.

IMAGES
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IMAGES drawn from the animal crea-

tion make a part of the painting in thoſe

moſt delightful of all deſcriptive poems,

the Allegro and Penferofo ; and the lark,

cock, and nightingale admirably enli-

ven and accord with the ſcenes in which

they are introduced. Of theſe, the

uncommon beauty with which the lark

is deſcribed, has never, perhaps, been

fufficiently noted .

To hear the Lark begin his flight,

And, finging, ftartle the dull night,

From his watch-tower in the ſkies,

'Ere the dappled dawn doth rife.

THE fudden, fhrill burft of fong

with which this bird falutes the earlieſt

approaches of day, could not be more

characteriſtically expreffed than by the

highly poetical idea of its " ſtartling

E 3 the
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the dull night ; "* and they who have

remarked the vaſt height to which the

fky-lark foars, and his fufpenfion in the

air in the midft of his muſical exertions,

will be ftruck with the fublime image

of his fky-built watch-tower. †

* Probably ſuggeſted by this of Shakespeare.

Steed threatens ſteed in high and boaſtful neighs,

Piercing the night's dull ear.

:

HENRY V.

THE late Dr. Goldfmith, who feemsto have been a Na-

turalift only ofthe bookfeller's making, but was a poet of

nature's creation, has many deſcriptions in his Hiſtory of

Animated Nature that are wrought with peculiar warmth of

fancy and ftrength of colouring. The following, of the

fky-lark'sfong, is equally correct and picturefque. "Nothing

" can be more pleafing than to fee the lark warbling upon

" the wing ; raifing its note as it foars until it feems loft

" in the immenfe heights above us ; the note continuing,

" the bird itſelf unfeen ; to fee it then deſcending with a

"fwell as it comes from the clouds, yet finking by degrees

" as it approaches its neft, the ſpot where all its affections

" are centered ; the ſpot that has prompted all this joy."

Pliny has nothing more rich, delicate, and expreffive !

NUMEROUS
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NUMEROUS have been the imitations

of theſe celebrated pieces, and very dif-

ferent in point of merit. The generali-

ty of imitators have borrowed their

materials almoft entirely from the ori-

ginals, varying a little their form and

arrangement. Some, however, have ta-

ken only the general caft of character

and expreffion from Milton, and have

ventured to look abroad for new.ima-

gery. Of thefe, none appears to me

more fuccefsful than the author of a

poem in Dodfley's Collection, vol. VI.

entitled Vacation. In this fprightly piece,

a variety of gay and pleafing objects,

fimilar in kind, yet individually different

from thofe of the Allegro, are introdu-

ced in rapid fucceffion ; of which, the

following, derived from our fource, fhew

E 4 the
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the maſterly hand of an attentive and c-

legant obferver of nature,

in paftures rich below

Among the grazing cattle, flow

Moves the bull with heavy tread,

Hanging down his lumpiſh head.

And the proud ſteed neigheth oft

Shaking his wanton mane aloft.

the hoarſe-voic'd hungry rook

Near her stick-built neft doth croak,

Waving on the topmost bough ;

And the maſter itag below

Bellows loud with favage roar

Stalking all his hinds before.

-the bat with dufky wings

Flutters round in giddy rings,

And the buzzing chaffers come

Cloſe by mine ear in folemn hum .

THE
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THE two laft lines might be ad-

ded to the inftances adduced in the

beginning of this Effay, of the intro-

duction ofthe fame image by different

writers ; and I know not whether it be

not more naturally repreſented here than

in any ofthem.

BUT it is in that truly excellent and

original poem, Thomſon's Seafons, that

we are to look for the greateſt vari-

ety of genuine obfervations in natural

hiftory, and particularly in that part of

it which regards the animal creation.

And here I fhall juft remark, that the

merited fuccefs of this piece has proved

a refutation of thoſe critics who deny

that deſcription can properly be the fole

object of a poem, and would only admit

of its occafional introduction as part of

a narra-
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a narrative, didactic, or moral defign.

Why, indeed, it might have been aſked,

fhould poetry be clogged with matter ſo

unfavourable to her exertions, as hiftori-

cal relations, philofophical ſyſtems, or

the rules of an art ? Why not allow her

the fame privilege as her Sifter-Muſe,

who is at liberty to employ her pencil on

what parts ofnature ſhe moſt delights in,

and may exhibit the rural landſkip, with--

out encumbering herſelf with the me-

chaniſm of a plough, or the œcono-

my ofthe huſbandman ? If Virgil really

defigned to inftruct the farmer by his

Georgics, he might have done it much

more effectually in plain profe : if it was

his purpoſe to inſpire a true reliſh for

the beauties of nature, to write an ori- ,

ginal poem of a higher caft than the

confined plan of paftoral would allow,

we
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we may lament that he purſued a plan

that neceffarily threw fo much of his

work into details which even his verfifi-

cation cannot render pleafing. I mean

not here to enter at large into a diſqui-

fition concerning didactic poetry ; but

only to fuggeft a compariſon between

the refult ofThomfon's unconfined plan,

fcarcely leſs extenſive than nature itſelf,

and that of fome other writers, not in-

ferior in genius, who thought it neceffa-

ry to fhackle themfeles with teaching an

art, or inculcating a fyftem.*

IN

THE fentiments of the elegant Effayift on the writings

andgenius of Pope, concerning defcriptive Poetry, though

not altogether fo heretical as thoſe I have hazarded, are yet

too much ofthe fame caft, not to make me defirous of

citingtheir authority. He fays, " Mr.Pope it ſeems was of

"opinion, that defcriptive poetry is a compofition as abfurd

6. as a feaft made up of fauces : and I know many otherper-

"fons that think meanly of it. I will not prefume to ſay it

" is
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IN felecting examples of zoological

deſcription from the Seaſons, the number

of thoſe entitled to applauſe is a fource

ofembarraffment; and I fhall be obliged,

through apprehenfion of exceeding the

limits I would preferibe to this Effay,

to omit feveral paffages, equal perhaps

in beauty to thoſe extracted.

THE firft page affords a pleafing ſpe

❝is equal, either in dignity or utility, to thoſe compofitions

"that lay open the internal conſtitution of man, and that

" IMITATE characters, mapners, and ſentiments. I may

"however remind fuch contemners ofit, that, in a fifter-art,

"landſcape-painting claims the very next rank to hiſtory-

"painting; being ever preferred to fingle portraits, to pieces

"of ftill-life, to droll figures, to fruit and flower-pieces ;

"that Titian thought it no diminution of his genius, to

"ſpend much of his time in works of the former ſpecies

"and that, if their principles lead them to condemn Thom-

"fon, they muft alfo condemn the Georgics of Virgil, and

"the greateſt part of the nobleſt deſcriptive poem extant, Į

Imean, that of Lucretius, "

cimen
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creation.

cimen of that natural calendar which

fome ingenious writers have attempted

to eſtabliſh on the concurrence of

changes in the ſeaſons with certain ap-

pearances in the animal and vegetable

The unfettled ftate between

the termination of winter and the begin-

ning of ſpring, when each by turns ex-

erciſes dominion over the dubious year,

is repreſented by the picturefque circum-

ftances, that

fcarce

The Bittern knows his time, with bill ingulph'd

To ſhake the founding marsh ; orfromthe ſhore

The Plovers when to ſcatter o'er the heath,

And fing their wild notes to the liſtening waſte.

But the foft vernal ſeaſon is fully con-

firmed, when that delightful theme o-

pens onthe poet, which he emphatically

calls
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calls the Paffion of the groves. In how

fuperior a ſtrain to the herd of copyifts

and imitators, has this defigner from na-

ture exhibited a fubject of all others the

moſt common in rural deſcription, the

mufic of birds !

Up-fprings the lark,

Shrill-voic'd and loud, the meffenger of morn ;

Ere yet the ſhadows fly, he mounted fings

Amid the dawning clouds, and from their haunts

Calls up the tuneful nations. Every copfe

Deep-tangled, tree irregular, and buſh

Bending with dewy moisture, o'er the heads

Of the coy quirifters that lodge within,

Are prodigal of harmony. Thethruſh.

And wood-lark, o'er the kind-contending throng

Superior heard, run through the ſweeteſt length

Of notes ; when liftening Philomela deigns

To let them joy, and purpoſes, in thought

Elate, to make her night excel their day.

The black-bird whistles from the thorny brake ;

The
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The mellow bullfinch * anfwers from the grove :

Nor are the linnets, o'er the flowering furze

Pour'd out profufely, filent. Join'd to theſe

Innumerous fongfters, in the freshening fhade

Ofnew-fprung leaves, their modulations mix

Mellifluous. The jay, the rook, the daw,

And each harſh pipe, difcordant heard alone,

Aid the full concert : while the ſtock-dove breathes

A melancholy murmur thro' the whole.

THE introduction of fome of the

harfher tones as an agreeable addition

to the fylvan concert, is a new idea,

and as well mufically as poetically pro-

per. But poetry has a privilege beyond

mufic in this reſpect, and might pro-

duce harmony from a combination of

notes all jarring and diſcordant, if they

were in unifon with fome natural ſcene

*HERE is a flight error in the defcription, the wild

note ofthis bird being harsh and difagreeable, and the

mellowness only acquired by teaching.

which
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which from its novelty or grandeur af

forded a fit fubject for defcription. Eve-

ry reader of taſte will be convinced of

the truth of this affertion by the fol-

lowing paffage, which wants only the

form of verfe to be truly poetical.

" The notes of all the fea-birds (fays

"Mr. Pennant in his British Zoology)

"are extremely harsh or inharmonious.

"We have often reſted under the rocks

" attentive to the various founds over

"our heads, which, mixed with the

" folemn roar of the waves fwelling into

" and retiring from the vaſt caverns be-

" neath, have produced a fine effect.

ἐσ

cc

The ſharp voice of the fea-gulls, the

frequent chatter ofthe guillemots, the

" loud note of the auks, the ſcream of

"the herons, together with the hoarſe,

" deep, periodical croak of the corvo-

<c rants,



NATURAL HISTORY.
65

" rants, which ferves as a bafe to the

" reft, have often furnifhed us with a

" concert, which joined with the wild

ſcenery that furrounded us, afforded,

" in a high degree, that fpecies ofplea-

" fure, which arifes from the novelty,

" and, we may fay, gloomy grandeur

" ofthe entertainment.

To return to our poet. After the

amorous concert has produced its ef-

fect in difpofing the fair auditors to

form " connubial leagues " with the

performers, how natural and pleaſing

the deſcription of their firft domeſtic

cares in chufing a fituation for their

nefts, and building them !

Some to the holly- hedge

Neftling repair, and to the thicket fome ;

Some to the rude protection of the thorn

F Commit
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Commit their feeble offspring : the cleft tree

Offers its kind concealment to a few,

Their food its inſects, and its moſs their nefts.

Others apart, far in the graffy dale,

Or rougheningwafte, their humble texture weave.

But moſt in woodland folitudes delight,

In unfrequented glooms, or fhaggy banks,

Steep, and divided by a babb'ling brook,

Whoſe murmurs foothe them all the live-long

day,

When by kind duty fix'd . Among the roots

Ofhazel, pendant o'er the plaintive ftream,

They frame the firft foundation of their domes ;

Dry fprigs of trees, in artful fabric laid,

And bound with clay together. Now ' tis nought

But reftlefs hurry thro' the bufy air,

Beat by unnumber'd wings. The ſwallow ſweeps

Theflimy pool, to build his hanging houſe

Intent. And often, from the careleſs back

Ofherds and flocks, a thouſand tugging bills

Pluck hair and wool : and oft, when unobferv'd

Steal from the barn a ftraw : till foft and warm,

Clean and complete, their habitation grows.

WITH
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WITH the fame truth, delicacy, and

minutenefs are defcribed the other

offices of the parental charge among

the pleafing inhabitants of the grove :

fitting, hatching, rearing their young,

protecting them from

teaching them to fly.

danger, and

All theſe are

original pieces ; for no poet before

Thomſon had thought of Studying in

fields and woods. It is faid of that

admirable defigner of wild animals,

Mr. Ridinger of Vienna, that he has

frequently paffed whole nights in the

depths of forefts for the purpoſe of

viewing the fierce and folitary inhabi-

tants in their native abodes, with all

the actions and manners of their favage

ftate. It cannot be doubted that Thom-

fon muſt have beftowed equal attention

and diligence in examining thofe parts

F 2 of
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1

of animated nature which occupy fo

diftinguiſhed a place in his paintings.

THE deſcriptions referred to above,

have all a character of elegance, gayety,

or ſoftneſs ; the following rifes to fub-

limity.

High from the fummit of a craggy cliff

Hung o'er the deep, fuch as amazing frowns

On utmoſt Kilda's fhore, whofe lonely race.

Refign the ſetting fun to diftant worlds,

The royal eagle draws his vigorous young,

Strong pounc'd, and ardent with paternal fire.

Now fit to raiſe a kingdom of their own,

He drives them from his fort, the towering feat,

For ages, ofhis empire ; which in peace,

Unftain'd he holds, while many a league at fea

He wings his courfe, and preys in diftant ifles.

THE circumftance of the parent ea-

gles' driving their young, as foon as

reared,
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reared, from the limits of their kingdom ,

is not only poetical, but agreeable to

ancient obfervation. Pliny relates it

with his ufual elegance. " Adultos

"perfequitur parens, et longé fugat,

"æmulos fcilicet rapinæ. Et alioqui

"unum par aquilarum magno ad popu-

« landum tractu, ut fatietur, indiget."

"The parent bird purfues its adult

young, and drives them afar, as rivals

in rapine. For a ſingle pair of eagles

requires a large tract for preying in, to

provide a fufficiency offood."

A PLEASING contraſt to the manners

of this folitary tyrant is exhibited in

thofe of the various kinds of domeftic

fowl ; which are thus grouped in a truly

rural landſkip.

F 3 Should
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Should I my ſteps turn to the rural fea

Whoſe lofty elms , and venerable oaks,

Invite the rook, who high amid the bou

In early Spring, his airy city builds,

And ceafelefs caws amufive ; there, well-

I might the various polity ſurvey

Of the mixt houfhold kind. The carefu

Calls all her chirping family around,

Fed and defended by the fearleſs cock ;

Whoſe breaft with ardour flames, as on h

Graceful, and crows defiance. In the p

The finely-checker'd duck, before her tr

Rows garrulous. The ftately-failing fw

Gives out his fnowy plumage to the gal

And, arching proud his neck, with oary

Bears forward fierce, and guards his ofie

Protective of his young. The turkey ni

Loud-threatning, reddens ; while the

fpreads

His every-colour'd glory to the fun,

And ſwims in radiant majeſty along,

O'er the whole homely fcene, the cooin,

Flies thick in amorous chace, and want

The glancing eye, and turns the change



NATURAL HISTORY. 71

WERE it not that this author affords

the moſt perfect examples of thoſe

beauties which I would propofe for

imitation, I fhould apprehend being

thought altogether unreaſonable in quo-

tations from him. But, prefuming up-

on the reader's indulgence on this ac-

count, I fhall venture to tranſcribe one

other paffage, in which our painter,

who unites all the minutenefs and ac-

curacy of the Flemiſh, with the beauty

and grandeur of the Roman ſchool,

has drawn a ſcene fo furpriſingly natu-

ral, that our perception of it is no leſs

lively than if it really exifted before our

eyes. It is perfect ftill life ; the re-

preſentation of a hot fummer's noon.

The daw,

The rook and magpie, to the grey- grown oaks

That the calm village in their verdant arms ,

F 4 Shelter-
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Sheltering, embrace, direct their lazy flight ;

Where onthe mingling boughs they fit embower'd,

All the hot noon , till cooler hours ariſe.

Faint, underneath, the houshold fowls convene ;

And in a corner of the buzzing ſhade,

The houfe-dog, with the vacant grey-hound, lies

Out-ſtretch'd and fleepy. In his flumbers one

Attacks the nightly thief, and one exults

O'er hill and dale ; till, wakened by the waſp,

They, starting,, fnap.

A STRIKING inftance of the extraor

dinary effect of a well-chofen epithet

in adding life and force to a deſcription,

is fhewn in the expreffion " buzzing

fhade." A fingle word here conveys

to the mind all the imagery of a paf-

fage in the fame author which Mr.

Warton juftly commends as equally new

and pictureſque.

Refounds the living furface of the ground :

Nor undelightful is the ceafelefs hum

Το
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To him that mufes through the woods at noon ;

Or drowſy fhepherd, as he lies reclin'd

With half-fhut eyes.

It is by means of fuch bold com-

prehenfive touches as thefe, that Po-

etry is frequently enabled to produce

more lively reprefentations than Pain-

ting, even of fenfible objects.

THE inftances hitherto quoted all

refer to the applicationthe application of images

drawn from natural hiftory to the pur-

pofes of fimple deſcription . They are,

however, capable of being uſed to

advantage in the feveral figures of com-

pariſon ; and thereby admit of appli-

cation in various kinds of poetical

compofitions, where they could not

have place as primary objects.

THE
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THE diftinguiſhed rank which fimiles

bear among the decorations of epic

poetry has been remarked by all cri-

tics, ancient and modern. Indeed, as

the writings of Homer were the foun-

dation of every idea concerning the

Epopea, it was impoffible that an ob-

ject fo ftriking in them fhould have

eſcaped notice. Homer, in reality,

as Mr. Pope obferves, " excels all

" mankind in the number, variety, and

"beauty of his compariſons." He

perhaps may in various inſtances manage

and apply them without exact propri-

ety ; but he almoſt always offers fome-

thing beautiful or fublime to the ima-

gination of his reader ; and what is

particularly to our prefent purpoſe,

his fimiles are a moft valuable ſtore

ofaccurate deſcriptions of nature. That

minute-
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minutenefs of detail, running out in-

to circumſtances foreign to the point

of fimilitude, which has been cenfu-

red, perhaps juftly, as an imperfecti-

on in them, confidered as figures of

compariſon, renders them peculiarly

excellent as pieces of natural hiſtory.

They are neither confined to the fin-

gle object which correfponds to the

thing compared, nor do they turn fole-

ly upon thoſe obvious and well known

properties of the fubject which might

be learned from a curfory furvey, or

the information of common language ;

but they every-where evince the man

who had fedulouſly, with his own

eyes, examined the face of nature, and

whoſe rapid flow of conception would

not fuffer him to fupprefs any circum-

ftances which could add beauty or a-

nimation
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nimation to his pictures. Confidered,

therefore, as defcriptive ſketches ra-

ther than fimiles, they are truly ad-

mirable, and deferve to be accurately

ſtudied. I fhall felect a few of the

moſt ſtriking, which, beſides the plea-

fure they may afford in the peruſal,

may give occafion to fome remarks

not unimportant to our purpoſe.

THE Grecian army pouring over the

plain of Scamander, is compared to a

flock ofwater-fowl, in a few lines fine-

ly defcriptive of the manners of that

clafs of birds.

ὡς ορνίθων πετεηνων έθνεα πολλά,

Χηνών, η γερανων, η κυκνων δελιχοδείρων,

Ασιω εν λειμώνι , Καυτρια αμφι ρεεθρα,

Ενθα και ενθα ποτώνται αγαλλόμεναι πτερύγεσσι ,

Κλαγγηδόν προκαθιζοντων, σμαραγει δε τε λειμων.

IL. II. 459.

Not
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Not lefs their number than th' embody'd cranes,

Or milk-white fwans in Afius' watry plains,

That o'erthe windings of Cayfter's fprings,

Stretch their long necks, and clap their ruſtling

wings,

Now tow'r aloft, and courſe in airy rounds ;

Now light with noife ; with noiſe the field

refounds.

POPE .

THE expreffion in the fourth line of

the original is peculiarly excellent,

both with regard to ſenſe and found ;

and is but inadequately rendered in the

tranflation.

THE works of Homer afford no pro-

per deſcription ofthe war-horſe ; for the

uſe of cavalry being unknown at the

fiege ofTroy, the warlike properties of

that creature were not difplayed to ad-

vantage in its lefs honourable ftation of

being
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Beautybeing harneffed to a chariot.

and ſwiftneſs are the diftinguiſhing qua-

lities of his moft celebrated courfers ;

many of which would probably have

made no ignoble figure at Newmarket.

Under this character, the following pic-

ture of a high-bred ſtallion galloping

to paſture, as reſembled to Paris iſſuing

gallantly armed to the field, is perhaps.

the moſt exquifitely beautiful that a po-

et ever drew.

Ως δ' ότε τις κατος ἱππος, ακοςησας επι φατνη,

Δεσμον απορρήξας θειει πεδίοιο κροαίνων,

Ειωθως λεεσθαι ευρρειος πόλαμοιο ,

Κυδιόων· ὑψε δε καρη έχει , αμφι δε χαιται

Ωμοις αίσσονται · ὁ δ᾽ αγλαίηφι πεποιθως,

Ρίμφα έ γενα φερει μετα τ' ηθεα και νομον ἵππων .
៖

IL. VI. 506.

The wanton courfer thus, with reins unbound,

Breaks from his ftall, and beats the trembling

ground ;

Pamper'd
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Pamper'd and proud, he feeks the wonted tides,

And laves, in height of blood, his ſhining fides ;

His head now freed he toffes to the fkies ;

His mane difhevel'd o'er his fhoulders flies ;

He fnuffs the females in the diftant plain,

And fprings, exulting, to his fields again.

PorE.

No animal has fupplied Homer with

fo much matter for compariſon as the

lion. Thefuperior ſtrength and courage

of this royal beaft have acquired him

the honour ofbeing fucceffively the type

of every favourite hero in the Iliad. *

His appearance is, indeed, too little

varied in feveral inftances ; yet the

IT is remarkable, that although the Lion was never an

inhabitant of Europe, or, at leaſt, only of a very ſmall

part of it, the admiration of his generous qualities has

given him as fuperior a ſhare in the armorial enfigns of

every European nation, as he poffeffes in Homer's fimiles,

May not the works of this poet have been the chief means

of introducing him to fuch general favour ?

whole
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whole forms no inconfiderable portion

of his natural hiftory. The paffage of

all others which contains the greateſt

number of particulars concerning him,

repreſented in the nobleft ſtyle of paint-

ing, is that in which he is likened to

Achilles about to engage with Æneas.

λεων ὡς

Σινλης, ὃν τε και ανδρες αποκτάμεναι μεμαασιν,

Αγρομενοι, σας δημος · ὃ δε , πρωτον μεν ατίζων,

Ερχείαι , αλλ' ότε κεν τις αρηίθόων αιξηων

Δερι βαλη, έαλη τε χανων , περι τ' αφρος οδονίας

Γιγνεται, εν δε τε οἱ κραδίη δενει αλκιμον ητος,

Ουρη δε πλευράς τε και ισχία αμφοτερωθεν

Ματιέται , έε δ' αυτον εποτρύνει μαχεσασθαι

Γλαυκιόων δ' ιθυς φερείαι μενει · ηνλινα πέφνη

Ανδρων, η αυτος φθιέται πρωτω εν ομίλων

IL. XX. 164.

Such the lion's rage

Who viewing firft his foes with ſcornful eyes,

Tho'



NATURAL HISTORY. 81

Tho' all in arms the peopled eity riſe,

Stalks careleſs on, with unregarding pride ;

Till at the length, by fome brave youth defy'd,

To his bold fpear the favage turns alone,

He murmurs fury with a hollow groan ;

He grins, he foams, he rolls his eyes around

Laſh'd by his tail his heaving fides refound ;

He calls up all his rage ; he grinds his teeth,

Refolv'd on vengeance, or refolv'd on death.

3

POPE.

IN Pliny's account of the lion there

are ſeveral circumftances fo perfectly

agreeing with this deſcription, that one

cannot but ſuſpect the Naturaliſt to have

copied from the poet. "Spernens tela

"diu fe terrore folo tuetur, ac velut

" cogi teftatur : cooriturque non tan-

"quam periculo coactus, fed tanquam

" amentiæ iratus." " Scorning the

hunter's darts, he long defends him-

felfby the terror alone which he inſpires,

G and
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and as it were teftifies that he is forced

to engage ; and he at length rouſes,

not as if compelled by danger, but mad-

dened by fury. " " Vulneratus obfer-

"vatione mira percufforem novit, et

" in quantalibet multitudine adpetit. '

"When wounded he marks his affail-

ant with wonderful attention, and fin-

gles him out in the midſt of the great-

eſt throng." A circumſtance not men-

tioned by Homer, which adds much to

the heroical character of this animal,

is related by Pliny. This is, that, upon

open ground, and in full view, though

urged by the warmeft onſet of dogs

and men, he retreats flowly, and in a

fighting poſture ; but when his difgrace

is concealed among woods and thickets,

he flies with the utmoſt precipitation .

THE
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THE wild-boar is another warlike

favage which ſerves as a frequent ob-

ject of compariſon with the ferocious

heroes of the Iliad. Idomeneus wait-

ing the attack of Æneas gives occafion

to a ſpirited deſcription of this animal

in the following fimile.

ὡς ὅτε τις συς ερεσιν άλκι πεποιθως,

Ότε μενει κολοσυρίον επερχόμενον πολύν ανδρών

Χωρω εν οιοπολώ , φρισσει δε τε νωτον ὑπερθεν

Οφθαλμω δ' αρα οἱ πυρι λαμπετον· αυταρ οδονίας

Θηγεί , αλέξασθαι μεμαως κυνας, ηδε και ανδρας.

IL. XIII. 471,

As the fell boar on fome rough mountain's head,

Arm'd with wild terrors, and to flaughter bred,

When the loud rufticks rife, and fhout from far,

Attends the tumult, and expects the war;

O'er his bent back the briftly horrors rife,

Fire ftreams in lightning from his fanguine eyes,

G2 His
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His foaming tusks both dogs and men engage,

But moft his hunters roufe his mighty rage .

POPE.

The

JUSTICE to Homer obliges me to re-

mark feveral imperfections in Mr. Pope's

tranſlation of this paffage, which injure

both its ſpirit and correctnefs.

fecond line is not only entirely exple-

tive, but contains an inaccurate idea.

" To ſlaughter bred " can only be ap-

plied with propriety to ananimal ofprey;

whereas the boar never attacks other

creatures but in defence of itfelf or its

young. The fourth line is enfeebled

by an unmeaning pleonafm. In the

feventh, the whole application of the

fimile and ſenſe of the author is per-

verted, by repreſenting the animal, as

already engaged with its foes, inſtead

of remaining in a poſture to receive

their
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their attack. The laſt line is quite

unwarranted by the original ; and al-

though the tranſlation is thus protracted

to an unuſual length, a circumſtance

of importance in the defcription, that

of the boar's whetting his tufks, is omit-

ted.

A SIMILE which has, perhaps, more

of the terrible than any other in Homer,

yet is truly beautiful as a painting in na-

tural hiſtory, is that wherein the Myr-

midons, eager for combat, are compared

to a troop of wolves burning with thirſt

after devouring their prey,

λυκοι ὡς

Ωμοφαγοι, τοισιν τε περι φρεσιν ασπετος αλκή,

Οίτ' ελαφον κεραόν μελαν έρεσι δηωσανίες

Δαπίεσιν· πασιν δε παρηίον αιματι φοίνον,

G 3
Και
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Και τ' αγεληδόν ιασιν απο κρήνης μελανυδρο,

Λαψουλες γλώσσησιν αραιησιν μελαν ύδωρ

Ακρον, ερευγομενοι φονον αιματος · εν δε γε θυμος

Στηθεσιν άτρομος εσι , περισενεται δε τε γασης.

IL. XVI. 156.

Grim as voracious wolves that feek the ſprings

When fcalding thirſt their burning bowels wrings.

(When ſome tall ftag, fresh-flaughter'd in the wood,

Has drench'd their wide infatiate throats with blood)

To the black fount they rufh, a hideous throng,

With paunch diftended , and with lolling tongue,

Fire fills their eye, their black jaws belch the gore,

And gorg'd with flaughter, ftill they thirſt for more.

POBE.

In this, alfo, the tranflator has fhewn a

want of attention to the correctneſs of

delineation in his original, by entirely

omitting a part of the deſcription very

characteriſtic of the genus to which the

animal belongs. This is the manner of

their
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their drinking, and form oftheir tongues,

which Homer minutely deſcribes by the

words,

Λαψονίες γλοσσησιν αραιησιν μελαν ὕδωρ

Ακρον .

" Lapping the furface ofthe water with

their flender tongues."

SỤCH is the variety of nature, that

original painters, even ofthe fame fub-

ject, need not be apprehenfive offalling

into an uninterefting famenefs. One of

the moſt ſtriking and animated pieces

in all Thomſon's Seafons, is the defcrip-

tion of wolves defcending from the

mountains in the depth ofwinter ; and

notwithſtanding the minute accuracy of

Homer's repreſentation, the reader will

find in no part of Thomſon's the in-

fipid air ofa copy,

G4 By
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By wintry famine rous'd , from all the tract

Of horrid mountains which the fhining Alps,

And wavy Appenine, and Pyrenees,

Branch out ftupendous into diftant lands ;

Cruel as death, and hungry as the grave !

Burning for blood ! bony, and ghaunt, and grim!

Aſſembling wolves in raging troops deſcend ;

And, pouring o'er the country, bear along,

Keen as the north-wind fweeps the gloffy fnow.

All is their prize. They faften on the fleed,

Prefs him to earth, and pierce his mighty heart,

Nor can the bull his awful front defend,

Or ſhake the murdering favages away.

Rapacious, at the mother's throat they fly,

And tear the ſcreaming infant from her breaſt.

The godlike face of Man avails him nought.

Even beauty, force divine ! at whofe bright glance

The generous lion ſtands in ſoftened gaze,

Here bleeds, a hapless undiftinguiſh'd prey.

But if, appriz'd of the ſevere attack,

The country be fhut up, lur'd by the fcent,

On church-yards drear (inhuman to relate ! )

The diſappointed prowlers fall, and dig

The
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The ſhrouded body from the grave ; o'er which,

Mix'd with foul fhades, and frighted ghofts, they

howl.

THE liberties Mr. Pope has every where

taken in his tranflation of Homer were,

perhaps, in great meafure neceffary in

order to fuftain the dignity effential to

modern heroic poetry. But when fub-

jects of natural hiſtory come before him,

he fometimes appears not only too

nice and faftidious in his exceptions,

but deficient in the knowledge requifite

to make judicious alterations. The

compariſon of Menelaus, not to be re-

pulfed from the dead body of Patroclus,

to a teizing fly, * may, perhaps, juftly

be regarded as inconfiftent with the

majeſty of epic poetry ; but it is little

* IL. XVII. 579.

improved
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improved in the tranſlation by the fub-

ftitution of a hornet, at the expence of

whatever was natural in the reſemblance.

The following fimile has undergone as

bold an alteration from the tranſlator,

without any apparent neceffity. The

Greeks flying before Hector and Æneas,

are thus compared by Homer.

Των δ' ώσε ψαρων νεφος ερχεται , ηε κολοιων

Ουλον κεκλήγοντες, ὅτε προιδωσιν ἰονία

Κιρκον, ό, τε (μικρησι φονον φερει ορνιθεσσιν

IL. XVII . 755 •

LITERALLY thus : " As a cloud of

ftares or daws fly difmally fhrieking,

when they defcry the approach of the

Circus, * which brings ſlaughter to ſmall

birds."

* In the Odyſſey this bird is called ipng uɩpuos, eλappo-

Talos πetenvwv : "the hawk Circus, the ſwifteſt of birds. ”

LIB. XIII. V. 86.

MR .
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MR. POPE chooſes to render the paf-

fage as follows.

Wedg'd in one body, like a flight of cranes,

That fhriek inceffant while the falcon hung

High on pois'd pinions, threats their callow

young.

POPE.

By fubftituting one ofthe largeſt ſpe-

cies of fowl to the fmall birds of the

original, he, doubtless, thought to

give elevation to the compariſon ; but

he has thereby drawn a picture which

has, I believe, nothing of reality, in

place of one extremely natural and fa-

miliar to a common obferver.

I SHALL borrow one more fimile from

Homer, in which a ſubject of the ve-

getable kingdom is elegantly charac-

terifed
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teriſed and pleaſingly applied. It is

the beautiful compariſon of the young

Simoifius flain to a fallen poplar.

αίγειρος ὡς

Ηρα τ' εν είαμενη έλεος μεγάλοιο πεφύκει ,

Λειη αταρ τε·δι οζοι επ' ακροτατη πεφυασι

Την μεν θ᾽ ἁρματοπηγος ανηρ αιθων: σιδήρω

Εξεταμ', οφρα στον καμψη περικαλλει δίφρω ,

Ημεν τ' αζόμενη κειται ποταμοιο παρ' όχθας .

IL. IV. 482 .

So falls a poplar, that in watry ground

Rais'd high the head, with ftately branches

crown'd,

(Fell'd by fome artiſt with his ſhining ſteel,

To ſhape the circle of the bending wheel)

Cut down it lies, tall , fmooth, and largely

fpread,

With all its beauteous honours on its head ;

There left a fubject to the wind and rain,

And fcorch'd by funs, it withers on the plain .

ΡΟΡΕ .

As
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As a contraft to this pathetic image

of proftrate youth and beauty, I fhall

prefent the reader with a noble fimili-

tude, drawn from the fame fource, of

manly ſtrength and dignity fuffering un-

der the decays ofage. It is taken from

an elegant moral fable in Spenfer's

Shepherd's Calendar.

There grew an aged Tree on the greene,

A goodly Oake ſometime it had beene,

With armes full ftrong and largely difplaide,

But of their leaves they were diſaraide :

The bodie bigge, and mightily pight, '

Throughly rooted, and of wondrous hight :

Whilome had beene the king of the field,

And mochel maft to the husband did yeeld,

And with his nuts larded many ſwine ;

But now the gray moffe marred his rine,

His bared boughes were beaten with ſtormes,

* Pitched, fixed,

His
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His top was bald, and waited with wormes,

His honour decayed, his branches fere.

FEBRUARY .

THIS deſcription is fo lively, that a

vifible reprefentation of the object can

fcarcely be defired : if it were, I would

refer to the fplendid edition of Eve-

lyn's Sylva, lately publiſhed by Dr.

Hunter of York, in which, the view

of the Cawthorpe Oak is as perfect a

delineation of the poet's idea, as if it

had been drawn for the purpoſe.

IT has been remarked that Homer's

compariſons, though excellent as paint-

ings from nature, are often but im-

perfectly adapted to the circumſtance

which gives occafion to them. Later

writers have feldom been faulty in this

reſpect ;
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refpect ; but, on the other hand, they

I have generally been too ſparing offuch

particulars as might afford characteriſtical

deſcriptions ofthe reſembling objects. It

is in great meaſure owing to this defect,

that they fo much fail in that variety,

novelty, and diſtinctneſs of imagery

which conſtitute the true riches of po-

etry. A fimile may perfectly anſwer

the end of explanation, without offering

any thing new or engaging to the mind.

Such an one might be excellent for the

purpoſe of inſtruction, but comes far

fhort ofpoetical merit.

THE following fimile from Milton

may be inftanced as an example of e-

qual perfection both in the deſcription

and the application. The Devil view-

ing
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ing Adam and Eve in Paradife is thus

refembled.

as a tiger, who by chance hath ſpy'd

In fome purlieu two gentle fawns at play,

Strait couches clofe, then rifing changes oft

His couchant watch, as one who choſe his ground ,

Whence rushing he might fureft feize them both

Grip'd in each paw.

PAR. LOST.

NOT inferior in correctnefs, though

leſs elevated in its fubject, is that beau-

tiful one of Gay in his ballad of William

and Sufan.

So the fweet lark, high pois'd in air,

Shuts cloſe his pinions to his breaft

If chance his mate's fhrill call he hear,

And drops at once into her neſt.

I HOPE I ſhall not be thought influ-

enced
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enced by fraternal partiality in adding,

from Mrs. Barbauld's Poems, a fimile,

the converſe of thofe before quoted,

in which a fubject of natural hiſtory is

adorned by a compariſon equally ſtrik-

ing from its novelty, and happy in its

application. The writer is deſcribing

the transformation ofthe caterpillar from

its chrysalis to its butterfly ſtate.

So when Rinaldo ftruck the confcious rind

He found a nymph in every trunk confin'd ;

The foreſt labours with convulfive throes ,

The bursting trees the lovely births difclofe,

And a gay troop of damfels round him ſtood,

Where late was rugged bark and lifeleſs wood.

To Mrs. P----、 with Drawings.

To illuftrate and enforce moral pre-

cepts by alluſions to the manners of ani-

mals in the way offable was an inven-

H tion
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tion ofthe earlieft antiquity. No com-

pofitions have beenfo univerfally popular

as thofe of the fabulifts of different

nations ; and notwithſtanding all the

viciffitudes of taſte and fyftem, we ftill.

read with delight their inftructive lef-

fons, becauſe they are inculcated by

examples as familiar to the mind at the

prefent day, as they were two or three

thouſand years ago. In proportion,

however, as the familiarity of theſe in-

ftances is requifite to their effect in a

fable, it is evident that no minute or

uncommon relations in natural hiſtory

can with propriety be introduced into

theſe compofitions. Some general caſt

of character, fome obvious and well-

known properties, in the animals which

form the dramatis perfona of fable, muft

be the ground-work of every alluſive

tale. The generous courage of the

Lion
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Fable

Lion, the cruelty of the Tiger, the

cunning ofthe Fox, the fidelity of the

Dog, the ftupidity of the Aſs, and the

like, are permanent and diſtinguiſhing

attributes, from the operation of which,

in various fituations, the incidents pro-

per for fabulous ſtory ariſe.

confiders every animal as a human

creature ; and therefore has to do only

with fuch of its qualities as bear a re-

femblance to the affections and man-

ners ofmankind, not with fuch as pe-

culiarly conſtitute its natural hiſtory.

It is indeed highly requifite that as

much of the latter as is neceffary in

tracing out the fubject and ſcenery of

a fable ſhould be repreſented with truth

and accuracy ; and the many errors of

this kind which have been admitted in-

to collections of fables are to be la-

mented as a fource of falfe opinions,

H 2 which,



100 POETICAL USE OF

which, from their early poffeffion ofthe

mind, are frequently never to be era-

dicated.

ALTHOUGH the walk of fable is thus

unfit for the diſplay of that novelty

which natural hiftory affords, there are

methods in which more circumftantial

and appropriated defcriptions of nature

might be made very happily to accord

with the conveyance of moral inftruc-

tion. A moſt pleafing example of this

kind, which has all the merit of origi-

nality as well as beauty, is exhibited in

a poem of Mr. Jago's, (DodЛley's Coll.

vol. V.) entitled the Swallows. The

ingenious and benevolent writer, who

in his Elegies of the Goldfinches and

Blackbirds has pathetically pleaded

the rights of humanity with refpect to

the
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the feathered race, in this piece, from

that providential inftinct which incites.

the ſwallow tribe to launch fearleſs on

the unbounded ſky in queſt of a retreat

from the ftorms of winter, deduces

with perfuafive energy the reaſonable-

nefs of a confidential reliance on the

fame providence, in our flight from the

ftormy regions of this life to a peaceful

futurity.

And does no power its friendly aid diſpenſe,

Nor give us tidings of fome happier clime ?

Find we no guide in gracious Providence

Beyond the ftroke ofdeath, the verge oftime!

A fine vein of defcriptive poetry

is intermixed with the moral fentiment

of this little piece, fo that he has

fhewn himſelf an elegant obferver of

nature, as well as a forcible preacher.

H 3 The
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The return ofthe fwallows, in particu-

lar, is beautifully painted.

Atlength the winter's furly blafts are o'er;

Array'd in fmiles the lovely ſpring returns :

Health to the breeze unbars the ſcreaming door,

And every breaſt with heat celeſtial burns.

Again the daifies peep, the violets blow,

Again the tenants of the leafy grove,

Forgot the patt'ring hail, the driving fnow,

Refume the lay to melody and love.

And fee, my Delia, fee o'er yonder ſtream ,

Where on the funny bank the lambkins play,

Alike attracted to th' enlivening gleam,

The ſtranger ſwallows take their wonted way.

NOTHING can be better imagined,

or more confonant to the natural hifto-

ry of theſe birds, than their fuppofed

converſation on their return.

I'll think I hear you tell of diftant lands,

What infect nations rife from Egypt's mud,

What
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What painted fwarms fubfiſt on Lybia's fands,

What mild Euphrates yields, and Ganges'

flood.

Το

I cannot but attribute a degree of

merit to this poem, higher than its

mere poetical excellence might claim,

on account of its being the model of

a new combination of moral precept

with natural deſcription, greatly fupe-

rior, in many reſpects, to fable.

encourage the imitation of this, as well

as the other beauties which have been

exemplified in the preceding pages,

by fhewing that their fource is ftill

open and unexhaufted, will more par-

ticularly be the buſineſs of the remain-

ing part ofthis Effay.

PLINY has already been mentioned

a naturalift who throws into his

H 4 defcrip-
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deſcriptions all the fire and elevation

of a poet. He may therefore be ad-

vantageouſly ſtudied not only for the

matter of his relations, but the ſtyle

in which they are cloathed ; for as the

former is often extremely curious and

entertaining, and indeed of better au-

thority than is commonly imagined,

fo the latter is remarkably bold, ex-

preffive, and energetic.* It would

be difficult for a writer in poetry to

improve the following defcription, in

which the Dog is reprefented with a

* A RELISH for the beauties of this author, and an ef

teem for the ſtudy of natural hiftory, induced the writer

of this Effay lately to publish fome felect pieces, chiefly

extracted from the zoological parts of his work, which,

while they where principally defigned for the uſe offchools,

might at the fame time be not unacceptable to ſuch claffi-

cal readers as fhould wish to obtain a general knowledge

of this author's manner and language, without the la-

bour of turning over his voluminous writings.

charac-
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character of courage and magnanimi-

ty equal to that of Homer's lions,

and as fuitable for heroical compari-

fon.

"Indiam petenti Alexandro Magno,

" rex Albaniæ dono dederat inufitatæ

" magnitudinis unum : cujus fpecie de-

" lectatusjuffit urfos, mox apros, et de-

" inde damas emitti, contemtu immo-

"bili jacente eo. Qua fegnitie tanti cor-

poris offenfus Imperator generofi fpiri-

" tus, eum interimijuffit. Nuntiavit hoc

"fama regi. Itaque alterum mittens ad-

" didit mandata, ne in parvis experiri

" vellet, fed in leone, elephantove. Duos

cc

CC

fibi fuiffe : hoc interemto, præterea

" nullum fore. Nec diftulit Alexander,

leonemque fractum protinus vidit.

"Poftea elephantum juffit induci, haud

" alio
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"alio magis fpectaculo lætatus. Hor-

" rentibus quippe per totum corpus vil-

" lis, ingenti primum latratu intonuit :

moxque increvit adfultans, contraque

" belluam exfurgens hinc et illinc, arti-

❝fici dimicatione, qua maxime opus

cc

effet, infeftans atque evitans, donec

" affidua rotatam vertigine adflixit, ad

"cafum ejus tellure concuffa."

"ALEXANDER the Great on his expedi-

tion to India received from the king of

Albania a prefent of a dog of uncommon

bignefs. Struck with its appearance, he

commanded bears, wild boars, and ſtags

to be turned out fucceffively before it ;

but the animal lay ftill in quiet con-

tempt. The generous prince, offended

at fuch want of ſpirit in fo vaft a bulk,

ordered the dog to be killed. The Alba-

nian king, hearing of this, fent another,

the
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the only one ofthe kind remaining, with

a requeſt that they would try him, not

with inferior kinds of game, but with a

lion or an elephant. Alexander complied,

and beheld a lion inſtantly torn to pie-

ces. Greatly delighted with the ſpecta-

cle, he then commanded an elephant to

be brought out before him. The dog,

brittling up the hairs of his whole body,

firft thundered with a terrible barking ;

then flew at the elephant, and rifing to

him on this and that fide, artfully at-

tacking and yielding by turns, made

him fo giddy with the inceffant rotation,

that at length he fell, the earth ſhaking

at his fall."

THE manner in which the fea-eagle

ftrikes its prey is defcribed with fimilar

force and elegance, and forms an image

well adapted to poetical reprefentation.

After



108 PO
ET
IC
AL

USE OF

પ

After ſpeaking of the other fpecies of

eagles, he fays, Supereft haliaetos,

" clariffima oculorum acie, librans ex

" alto fefe ; vifoque in mari pifce, præ-

"c ceps ineum ruens, & difcuffis pectore

aquis rapiens.". " The fea-eagle re-

mains, endowed with a moft piercing

fight he balances himſelf on high,

and efpying a fiſh in the fea, defcends

precipitately upon it, and feizes it,

daſhing aſunder the waves with his

breaſt. " The ſtriking appearance of

this rapid deſcent has not eſcaped the

notice of other naturalifts. The ofprey,

a bird ofthe aquiline claſs, which takes

its prey in this manner, has the expref-

five name of leaden eagle, Auguiſta

piumbina,” given it by the Italians ; and

on the fame account the term Cata-

(c

ralta
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racta is applied to a particular ſpecies

ofgull.

VARIOUS Compariſons have been fra-

med by the poets to repreſent in a forci-

ble and lively manner the fituation of a

perfon enjoying himſelf in fecurity,

thoughtleſs of fome impending danger.

Gray, in his poem of the Bard, has in a

very fublime and beautiful manner

wrought up a common image to this

purpoſe.

Fair laughs the morn, and foft the Zephyr blows,

While proudly riding o'er the azure realm

In gallant trim the gilded Veffel goes ;

Youth on the prow, and Pleaſure at the helm ;

Regardleſs of the fweeping Whirlwind's fway,

That hufh'd in grim repoſe, expects his evening

prey.

AN
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AN image exactly correfpondent to

this, and although leſs fublime, equally

expreffive and pictureſque, might be co-

pied from Pliny's account ofthe pigeon.

This bird, he fays, appears to have a

fenſe of pride, exhibited not only in the

oftentatious diſplay ofits colours, but in

a wanton manner offiguring in its flight,

and clapping its wings, which occafions

it fometimes to entangle its feathers,

and offer itſelf an eafy prey to its dead-

ly foe, the hawk. Spectat occultus

"fronde latro, et gaudentem in ipfa

gloria rapit." " Thefelon marks him,

concealed among the leaves, and ſnatch-

es him away in the midſt ofhis glory."

cr

His defcription of the birds called

apodes, which Mr. Pennant fuppofes to

be the ſtormy petrel, is very lively, and

would
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would make a pleafing figure in a ſea-

piece. "Hæ funt, quæ toto mari cer-

" nuntur : nec umquam tam longo na-

" ves, tamque continuo curfu recedunt

cc
a terra, ut non circumvolitent eas a-

(c podes. Cetera genera refidunt et in-

" fiftunt : his quies, nifi in nido, nulla :

" aut pendent, aut jacent." " Theſe are

the birds which are every-where ſeen at

ſea, nor are ſhips ever fo far or fo long

diftant from land, but the Apodes fly

round them. Others of the feathered

kind reſt at times by ſtanding or fitting :

theſe have no repofe but in their nefts.

---they are always either fufpended or

recumbent. "

OBJECTS little and inconfiderable

when taken fingly, may acquire impor-

tance, and ſuggeſt ideas of grandeur and

fubli-
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fublimity, when preſented in collected

numbers. A fingle grain of fand is a

thing too minute for any purpoſe of de-

fcription or compariſon, but "the fands

ofthe fea fhore" form an image of mul-

titude fufficiently grand and elevated for

the higheſt ſpecies of compofition. This

remark will apply to ſeveral ofthe ſmall-

er fubjects of the animal creation ;

which, though individually unfit for

poetical imagery, are rendered peculiar-

ly ftriking objects from their immenſe

numbers. The dire armies of locufts

which overfpread many of the fouthern

countries at certain feaſons, are magnifi-

cently deſcribed in feveral parts of Scrip-

ture. They are faid to " darken the

fun," to bring " a day of clouds and

thick darkneſs," to be " a nation ſtrong

and without number, like a ftrong peo-

ple
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ple fet in battle array ;" whofe noife is

like that " of chariots on the tops of

the mountains, --- of a flame of fire that

devoureth the ftubble ;" before whom

"the land is as the garden of Eden,"

but behind them a defolate wilder-

nefs. " * Dr. Shaw, by whofe excellent

zoological remarks in his Travels fo

many paffages in the Sacred Writings

have been elucidated, has fhewn, from

the teftimony of his own obfervation,

that theſe poetical expreffions are ſcarce-

ly hyperbolical with refpect to this for-

midable infect. And our elegant Ro-

man naturaliſt gives a deſcription of its

migratory fwarms, which, while it is

more particular, is almoft equally ſub-

lime with that of the eaſtern poet,

*Joel, ch. I, and II.

I " DEORUM
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"DEORUM iræ peftis ea intelligitur.

Namque et grandiores cernuntur, et

"tanto volant pennarum ftridore, ut

" aliæ alites credantur : Solemque obum-

« brant, follicitis fufpectantibus popu-

" lis, ne fuas operiant terras. Suffici-

"unt quippe vires : et tamquam parum

" fit maria tranfiffe, immenfos tractus

(c
permeant, diraque meffibus conte-

<< gunt nube, multa contactu aduren-

"tes : omnia vero morfu erodentes,

"et fores quoque tectorum."

" THIS plague is confidered as a ma-

nifeftation of the wrath of the Gods.

For they appear of an unuſual fize ; and

fly with fuch a noife from the motion

of their wings, that they might be

taken for birds. They darken the fun ;

and the nations view them in anxious

fufpenfe,
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.

fufpenfe, each apprehenſive left their

own lands fhould be overfpread by

them. For their ftrength is unfailing ;

and as if it were a small thing to have

croffed oceans, they pervade immenſe

tracts of land, and cover the harveſts

with a dreadful cloud ; their very touch

deſtroying many of the fruits of the

earth, but their bite utterly confuming

all its products, and even the doors

of houſes. "*

VARIOUS other images of multitude,

equally ftriking, might be derived from

obfervations in natural hiftory. What,

for inftance, can offer fo lively a com-

As extraordinary as this circumſtance may appear,

Mr. Adanfon mentions a very fimilar one to which he

was witneſs A fwarm of locufts at Senegal de-

voured even the dry reeds with which the huts were

-

thatched.

I 2
parifon
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pariſon ofthe vaft human fwarms which at

different periods have migrated from the

northern bive, as the defcent ofthe Lem-

ings from the mountains ofthe ſame re-

gion; whofe immenfe numbers, wonder-

ful order and unconquerable pertinacity,

render their incurfions formidable, even

to human ſtrength and contrivance ? In

the following curious relation, one of

the minuteſt tribe of infects appears

with an air of grandeur and importance

from being collected in numbers be-

yond the power of computation.

" DURING my ftay," fays Smith,

" at Cape Coaſt Caſtle, a body of

" theſe ants came to pay us a viſit

"in our fortification. It was about

day-break when the advanced guard

" of this famiſhed crew entered the

" chapel,
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«

The

chapel, where fome negro fervants

" were aſleep upon the floor.

"men were quickly alarmed at the

" invaſion of this unexpected army,

"and prepared, as well as they could,

" for a defence. While the foremoſt

"battalion of infects had already ta-

"ken poffeffion of the place, the

" rear-guard was more than a quar-

"ter of a mile diftant. The whole

"ground feemed alive, and crawling

" with unceafing deftruction. After

(6
deliberating a few moments upon

"what was to be done, it was refol-

" ved to lay a large train of gunpow--

" der along the path they had taken ;

"by this means millions were blown

"to pieces ; and the rear-guard per-

"ceiving the deftruction of their lea-

" ders, thought proper inftantly to

I 3

"
return,
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return, and make back to their o-

" riginal habitation."

Bur almost every idea of multitude

is furpaffed by that of the herring

fhoals, which annually leave their great

winter rendezvous in the arctic circle,

and move in a mighty army towards

the fouth. Mr. Pennant's deſcription

of this remarkable phenomenon is e-

qually elegant and lively.

" THEY begin to appear off the

" Shetland Iſles in April and May ;

"theſe are only forerunners of the

" grand fhoal which comes in June,

"and their appearance is marked by

"certain figns by the numbers of

" birds, fuch as gannets, and others

"which follow to prey on them : but

when
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"when the main body approaches,

"its breadth and its depth is fuch

" as to alter the appearance of the

<< very ocean. It is divided into dif-

" tinct columns of five or fix miles

" in length, and three or four in

" breadth, and they drive the wa-

"ter before them with a kind of rip-

pling: fometimes they fink for the

fpace of ten or fifteen minutes, then

" rife again to the furface, and in

<< bright weather reflect a variety of

fplendid colors, like a field of the

"moſt precious gems.

"C

THE fhoals that liberally offer them-

felves for the food and maintenance of

fo large a fhare of the human fpecies,

at our moſt celebrated fisheries, are

only ſmall detachments from this innu-

I4 merable
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merable hoft.But to return to beau→

ties of a more varied and characteriſtic

kind.

WERE a fecond Thomſon to arife

among us, he might derive ſeveral plea-

fing additions to the rural fcenery and

poetical calendar of this country from

the work already fo often referred to,

Mr. Pennant's British Zoology. Some

of the circumſtances which I fhall fe-

lect from it, are fo exactly fuited to

the manner of that admirable poet,

that we may be affured he would have

made uſe of them, had they occurred

to his mind.

AMONG the figns which announce

the very earlieſt approach of ſpring,

he would have dwelt with delight upon

the interefting and picturefque figure

of
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of the Miffel-thruſh, the largeſt of our

fongfters ; concerning which Mr. Pen-

nant acquaints us, that " it begins its

"fong, which is very fine, fitting on

" the fummit of a high tree, very early

" in the ſpring, often with the new

year, in blowing ſhowery weather ;

"whence the inhabitants of Hampſhire

" call it the Storm-cock. "

We have ſeen how exquifitely Thom-

fon has painted a hot fummer's noon,

by a group of animals oppreffed with

languor under the beams of a meridian

fun. Were the inftant of time changed,

and the effects of a lefs overpowering

heat to be repreſented, a diſtinguiſhed

place in the landſkip might be allotted

to the fox, which " in warm weather

"will quit its habitation for the fake of

bafking
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"baſking in the fun, or to enjoy the

" freſh air ; but then it rarely lies ex-

poſed, but chuſes ſome thick brake,

" and generally of gorfe, that it may

" reft fecure from furpriſe. Crows,

"

magpies, and other birds, who con-

" fider the fox as their common enemy,

" will often, by their notes of anger,

point out its retreat.

"3

IT is fomewhat extraordinary that

the very curious economy of the de-

coys for wild ducks ſhould have eſcaped

Thomſon's notice. The marshy wood-

ed folitudes in which they are placed ;

the art with which they are conftructed ;

the wonderful inſtinct which renders

thefe creatures capable of being taught

to be the crafty betrayers of their com-

panions ; the furpriſe and ſtruggle of

the
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the ſtrangers on finding themſelves un-

expectedly entrapped, would all toge-

ther afford copious matter as well for

fentiment as deſcription. A circum-

ftance relating to them, mentioned by

Mr. Pennant, would be a pleafing, and

entirely new object in an evening pic-

ture. " As foon as the evening fets

" in, the decoy rifes (as they term it)

" and the wild fowl feed during night.

" If the evening is ftill, the noiſe of

" their wings, during their flight, is

" heard at a great diſtance, and is a

pleafing, though rather melancholy

" found. "

THE agreeable ufe Mr. Jago has

made of the migration of fwallows,

was just now remarked. The moral

plan of his poem rendered it lefs pro-

per
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per to enter minutely into the natural

part ofthe phenomenon ; but a deſcrip-

tive poet might greatly improve the

picture from Mr. Pennant's article on

that fubject. With what pleafing and

picturesque circumftances are the de-

parture and return of the fwallows re-

preſented in the two following rela-

tions ? " Mr. White (a clergyman

" of Selborne, Hants) on Michael-

" mas 1768, had the good fortune to

"have ocular proof of what may rea-

fonably be ſuppoſed an actual migra-

"tion of fwallows. Travelling that

"morning very early between his houſe

" and the coaft, at the beginning of

his journey he was environed with

" a thick fog ; but on a large wild heath

"the miſt began to break, and diſcover-

ed to him numberlefs fwallows, cluf-

<< tered
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"tered on the ftanding bufhes, as if

they had roofted there : as foon as the

" fun burſt out, they were inftantly on

cr

"C

wing, and with an eaſy and placid

flight, proceeded towards the fea. "

" RETURNING home" fays Sir Charles

Wager, " in the ſpring of the year, as

"I came into founding in our channel,

" a great flock of fwallows came and

« fettled on all my rigging ; every rope

" was covered ; they hung on one ano-

" ther like a fwarm of bees ; the decks

"and carving were filled with them.

They feemed almoft famifhed and

fpent, and were only feathers and

" bones ; but being recruited with a

cc

night's reft, took their flight in the

" morning.

THE
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THE migration of birds in general,

is indeed a fertile fource of thoſe un-

common and even fublime ideas which

are effential to poetry. What more

admirable than that ſecret impulſe which

incites every individual of a whole ſpe-

cies to croſs immenſe ſeas and tracts

ofland in fearch of a fecure retreat a-

gainſt unknown impending evils ! What

more beautiful than the order of their

affembling and flight ! What more afto-

niſhing than their prodigious numbers

when congregated for this purpoſe !

" I have ſeen, " fays Linnæus « the fur-

" face of the Calix, (a river in Lapland, )

"for the ſpace of eight days and nights,

" entirely covered with ducks, paffing

" towards the fea on their fouthern

journey, exceeding in number the

" armies of Xerxes, fo that I could not

" have
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" have imagined that fuch a multitude

" of birds ever exiſted."

How fingularly picturefque is the

appearance ofthe Baſs ifle in the Firth

of Forth, as deſcribed by Dr. Harvey

in his Exercitations on the generation of

animals ! I give the original Latin, as

well as a tranflation of the paffage, as

a fpecimen of the claffical elegance of

ftyle in which this great philofopher

wrote.

" EST infula parva, Scoti Baffe

" nominant : haud amplius mille paf-

" fuum circuitu amplitudo ejus clau-

« ditur. Hujus infulæ fuperficies,

"menfibus Maio & Junio nidis ovis

pullifque propemodum tota inftrata

* eſt, adeo ut vix, præ eorum copia

ce
" pedem



128 POETICAL USE OF

<c

" pedem liberè ponere liceat : tanta-

que fupervolantium turba, ut nubi-

"um inftar, folem cœlumque auferant :

tantufque vociferantium clangor &

ftrepitus, ut propè alloquentes vix au-

" dias. Si fubjectum mare inde, tan-

cr

quam ex edita turri & altiffimo præ-

sr' cipitio defpexeris, idem quoquo ver-

« fûm, infinitis diverforum generum

" avibus natantibus prædæque inhianti-

"bus, opertum videas. Si circumna-

"vigando imminentum clivum fufpicere

“ libuerit ; videas in fingulis prærupti

“ loci crepidinibus & receffibus, avi-

"um cujuflibet generis & magnitudinis,

"ordines innumerabiles, plures fanè

186
quam nocte, fereno cœlo, ftellæ con-

fpiciuntur. Si advolantes avolantef-

que eminùs adfpexeris, apum profec-

to
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"to ingens examen credas. " Exer-

sit. II.

" THERE is a ſmall Iſland, called by

the Scotch the Bafs, not more than a

mile in circumference. Its furface is

almoſt entirely covered during the

months of May and June with nefts,

eggs, and young birds ; fo that it is

difficult to fet a foot without treading

on them while the flocks of birds

flying round are fo prodigious, that

they darken the air like a cloud ; and

their noife and clamour is fo great,

that perfons can fcarce hear one another

fpeak. If from the fummit of the pre-

cipice you look down on the fubjacent

ocean, you fee it on every fide covered

with infinite numbers of birds of diffe-

rent kinds, fwimming and hunting

K their

•
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their prey. Ifyou fail round the iſland,

and furvey the impending cliffs, you

behold in every fiffure and receſs of

the craggy rocks innumerable ranks

of birds of various kinds and fizes,

furpaffing in multitude the ftars in a

ferene fky. If you view from a dif-

tance the flocks flying to and from

the iſland, you may imagine them a

vaft ſwarm of bees."

MANY other of the weſtern ifles of

Scotland offer fpectacles equally grand

and amufing ; fo that the barrenneſs

of the vegetable creation in theſe re-

gions, is amply compenfated, with ref-

pect to the imagination at leaſt, by

the animated treaſures of the ſea and

fky. Thomſon was by no means in-

fenfible of the defcriptive beauties ari-

fing
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fing from this fource which his own

country afforde
d. He has however

contented himſelf with a very gene-

ral, though indeed a ftriking view of

them.

where the Northern ocean, in vaft whirls,

Boils roundthe naked melancholy ifles

Of fartheft Thule, and th ' Atlantic furge

Pours in among the naked Hebrides ;

Who can recount what tranfmigrations there

Are annual made ? what nations come and go ?

And how the living clouds on clouds ariſe !

Infinite wings ! till all the plume-dark air,

And rude refounding fhore are one wild cry.

WERE I to propofe a fubject for

defcriptive poetry, which at the fame

time that it afforded uncommon ſcope

for grand and original painting in na-

tural hiſtory, alfo offered copious mat-

ter for philofophical and moral reflex-

K 2 ion,
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ion, connected by ſtrict unity of de-

fign, I ſhould mention, in preference

to any other that at preſent occurs to

me, that of the migration ofbirds. The

knowledge, indeed, requifite for treat-

ing this fubject in a maſterly manner,

would be fuperior to that of the profef-

fed naturaliſt ; fince this branch of his

reſearches is yet in its infancy. Many

curious circumſtances, however, might

be collected for the purpoſe, from the

writings of thoſe who have already paid

the moſt attention to it ; and for the

reft, the poet fhould think it incum-

bent upon him to diſcover and invef-

tigate newfacts, as well as to frame new

combinations of words.

* SEE Mr. Pennant's Paper on the Migration of Briti

Birds. Br. Zool. V. II. Append. No. VI. edit. 4th.

IN
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In the former part of this Effay, a

quotation from Thomſon was introdu-

ced, for the purpoſe of fhewing how

much novelty this original obferver

had given to one of the moſt com-

mon fubjects of rural deſcription, the

finging of birds. Yet he, as well as

every other poet, has failed to remark

a circumſtance which might add a plea-

fing variety to this topic. This is

the manner in which young birds prac-

tice their fongs as learners, well known

to the bird-catchers by the term re-

cording. The Hon. Mr. Daines Bar-

rington, in his Experiments and Obfer-

vations on the Singing of Birds, Phil.

Tranf. Vol. LXIII. elegantly deſcribes

it in the following paffage.

THIS firſt effay does not feem to

*haveK 3
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"have the leaſt rudiments of the fu-

"ture fong; but as the bird grows old-

" er and ſtronger, one may begin to

“ perceive what the neſtling is aiming

Whilst the fcholar is thus en-

" deavouring to form his fong, when

"he is once fure of a paffage, he

commonly raiſes his tone, which

" he drops again when he is not e-

" qual to what he is attempting ; juſt

" as a finger raiſes his voice, when

"he not only recollects certain parts

" of a tune with preciſion, but knows

" that he can execute them. What

"the neſtling is not thus thoroughly

" maſter of, he hurries over, lowering

“ his tone, as if he did not wiſh to

“ be heard, and could not yet fatisfy

"himfelf."

THIS
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THIS recording lafts for ten or ele-

ven months, which makes it more ex-

traordinary that no poetical obferver

has taken notice of it. Mr. Barring-

ton gives the following lines from

the Sylva of Statius as the only paf-

fage in which it ſeems the leaſt hint-

ed at.

Nunc volucrum novi

Quæftus, inexpertumque carmen,

Quod tacitâ ftatuere brumâ.

Now in new ftrains the feather'd choir complain,

And untried lays, in filent winter plann’d.

PLINY, however, in his account

of the nightingale, minutely deſcribes

the ſtate of a learner of that fpecies.

« Meditantur aliæ juniores, verfufque,

quos imitentur, accipiunt. Audit dif-

cipula

66

K 4
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cipula intentione magna, et reddit :

« vicibufque reticent. Intelligitur emen→

"datæ correptio, et in docente quædam

"reprehenfio." " The youngerfort me

ditate and receive leffons for their imi-

tation. The ſcholar liftens with great

attention, and repeats ; and each is fi

lent by turns. An attempt to mend

in a corrected paffage may be per-

ceived ; and a kind of reprehenfion in

the teacher."

FROM the fame ingenious paper of

Mr. Barrington's we learn, that the

mufic ofthe nightingale, of which the

highly laboured defcriptions of Pliny

and Strada, copied by the poets, have

given only confuſed and indefinite i-

deas, has in reality all the excellen-

cies
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cies afcribed to it, but excellencies of

a kind which may be clearly and fcien-

tifically ſtated.

"ITs tone," fays he, " is infinite-

ly more mellow than that of any

" other bird, though at the fame time,

<c

r
by a proper exertion of its muſical

powers, it can be exceffively bril-

< liant.

"WHEN this bird, (a very fine caged

" nightingale which Mr. B. kept)fang its

fong round, in its whole compaſs, I have

" obferved fixteen different beginnings

" and cloſes, at the fame time that the

" intermediate notes were commonly

"varied in their fucceffion with fuch

judgment
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judgment as to produce a moſt plea-

fing variety. *

" THE next point of fuperiority in

“ a nightingale, is its continuance of

fong, without a pauſe, which I have

" obferved fometimes not to be lefs

"than twenty feconds. Whenever

"refpiration, however, became necef-

" ſary, it was taken with as much judg-

"ment as by an opera finger.

"2

"BUT it is not only in tone and va-

THIS variety of the nightingale's fong is moſt poeti-

cally expreſſed in a line of Homer's Odyſſey, B. XIX, V.

521.

Ήτε θαμα τρωπωσα χεει πολυηχεα φωνην.

MR. POPE's tranſlation of it is exceffively languid.

"" To vernal airs attunes her varied ftrain . "

I SHALL Venture to offer one, which, at leaſt, approach-

es nearer to the original.

Quick varying pours her many-founding ſtrain.

" riety
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<<
riety that the nightingale excells ; the

" bird alfo fings (if I may fo expreſs

"myſelf) with fuperior judgment and

" tafte.

cr

""

" I HAVE therefore commonly ob-

"ferved that my nightingale began

foftly like the ancient orators ; re-

ferving its breath to fwell certain

<c notes, which by this means had

" a moſt aſtoniſhing effect, and which

" eludes all verbal deſcription. "

IF poets have been inattentive to

the real ſtate of nature in their own

country, it cannot be expected that

their pictures of foreign regions ſhould

be accurate and characteriſtic . Yet,

were they fufficiently qualified by their

own obſervation, or the authentic ac-

counts
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counts of others, for the attempt, it is

obvious that no fource could be ſo pro-

ductive of novelty, as the defcription

of countries where almoſt every object

is new. Such, to the inhabitant of a

temperate climate, are the polar and

tropical parts ofthe globe. It is highly

to the credit of Virgil's genius, that he

firſt among the ancient poets ventured

to tranſport his reader into a new world,

and place the foft Italian amid the ri-

gours of a Scythian winter. * His de-

fcription of this dreary fcene has been

thought fo juſt and lively, as to be very

cloſely imitated even by the natural

Thomſon ; who has, however, accord-

ing to his ufual manner, greatly im-

proved upon it, by the addition of new

circumftances. To the flocks and herds

* Georg. III. v. 349 and feq.

buried
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buried in fnow, and the hunted ſtag

unable to make way through the oppo-

fing mafs, which fo much enliven the

winter-piece of Virgil, he adds the

furry nations " that form the chief
❝

riches of the Siberian defarts ;

tipt with jet,

Fair ermines, fpotlefs as the fnows they prefs ;

Sables of gloffy black ; and dark-embrown'd,

Or beauteous freakt with many a mingled hue,

Thoufands befides, the coftly pride of courts.

AND he fills up the meaſure of horror

refiding in theſe defolate regions, by a

moſt animated picture of their conge-

nial inhabitant, the bear.

There thro' the piny foreft half abſorpt,

Rough tenant of theſe ſhades, the ſhapeleſs bear,

With dangling ice all horrid, ftalks forlorn ;

Slow-pac'd, and fourer as the ftorms increaſe,

He
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He makes his bed beneath th' inclement drift,

And, withſtern patience, fcorning weak complaint,

Hardens his heart again affailing want.

BUT our original painter does not

here relinquish the idea of deriving no-

velty from the foreign and diftant fce-

nery of his pieces. Writing for more

northern readers than the Roman po-

et did, he judiciouſly proceeds ſtill

nearer the pole, and gives a view of

the face of nature and human manners

in Lapland. His juſt and ſpirited

ſketch might, however, receive confi-

derable improvement from the natural

hiſtory of that animal upon which al-

moſt the whole œconomy of the Lap-

lander turns, the Reindeer, as it is

given with much elegance as well as

accuracy by a Swediſh writer in the

Amanitates Academica.

IN
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In that vaft chain of mountains which

divides the Norwegian from the Swediſh

Lapland, amidft perpetual ftorms and

everlaſting fnows, the Reindeer paffes

the ſhort fummer of the polar regions,

grazing at large on the white Lichen,

which is almoſt the fole vegetable pro-

duction of the fteril foil. Here he finds

a refuge againſt the immenfe fwarms

of infects which fill all the lakes and

marſhes ofthat country, one of which,

a fpecies of oeftrus or gad-fly, he fo

much dreads, from its property of de-

pofiting its eggs in his back, that the

noiſe of a ſingle one hovering in the air

drives a whole herd, in ſpite of the ef-

forts of the herdfinan and his dog, to

the very fummits of the higheſt hills.

In winter, qualified as he is by nature

to endure the extremity of cold, he is

yet
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yet obliged to defcend to the woody

region which every where ſkirts the de-

fart tract at the foot of the mountains.

Here a different kind of mofs, or lichen,

finds a ſhelter in the thick forefts ofpine

from the intenſe froſts ; and the Reindeer,

provided with a callous ſkin at the end

of his fnout, is enabled to come at his

food, though deep buried in the fnow.

No farmer in the milder countries of

Europe can more rejoice at viewing his

meadows cloathed with cheerful green,

than the Laplander at the fight of his

dreary moors whitened over with the

vegetable which is to be the fuſtenance

of his herd. In thefe wild folitudes he

paffes day and night, abroad, in the

bittereſt inclemency of the ſeaſons,

fecurely wrapt in garments fupplied by

his faithful Reindeer ; the milk and

fleſh



NATURAL HISTORY. 145

fleſh of which is his principal food, and

the number, his only riches. This

is the paſtoral life in Lapland ! A ftrik-

ing contraft indeed to that in the foft

climates of Arcadia and Sicily ; yet not

without its charms to the fimple native,

nor unprovided with fubjects for de-

ſcriptive poetry.

""

IF from hence we turn our eyes to

countries " nimio fub fole calentes,

burning under a vertical fun, we ſhall

diſcover a face of nature ſtill more dif-

ferent from that of a temperate climate,

and inexhauſtibly fertile in new and

ftriking objects. The vegetable and

animal creations, the very earth, rivers

and feas, are all on a fcale and after a

model fo unlike thofe of our world,

that the flighteft view cannot fail of

offeringL
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offering novelty and exciting wonder.

As Thomſon has fo forcibly deepened

the horrors of his Winter from the Pole,

fo he has not been lefs fuccefsful in

heightening the brilliancy of his Summer

from the Line. What a rich garden

of Exotics does he fpread before us in

the following lines ?

Bear me, Pomona ! to thy citron groves ;

To where the lemon and the piercing lime,

With the deep orange, glowing thro' the green,

Their lighter glories blend. Lay me reclin'd

Beneath the ſpreading tamarind that ſhakes,

Fann'd by the breeze, its fever- cooling fruit.

Deep in the night the maffy locuft ſheds,

Quenchmy hotlimbs ; or lead me thro' the maze,

Embowering endleſs, ofthe Indian fig ;

Or thrown at gayer eaſe, on ſome fair brow,

Let me behold, by breezy murmurs cool'd,

Broad o'er my head the verdant cedar wave,

And high palmetos lift their graceful ſhade.

Oftretch'd
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O ftretch'd amid theſe orchards of the fun ,

Give me to drain the cocoa's milky bowl,

And from the palm to draw its freſhening wine!

THESE are the beauties of the vegeta-

ble race : but if dignity and grandeur

are the characters we deſire, what can

be a more majeſtic object than the

Palma Maxima, which grows, per-

fectly ſtraight and regular, to the a-

mazing height ofone hundred and twen-

ty feet ? What a more aftoniſhing ſpec-

tacle than the prodigious mafs of wood

reared up in the Calabash tree, which

finks our nobleft oaks into fhrubs ?

Mr. Adanfon meaſured two of theſe,

the trunks of which were, one, ſeventy

four, the other, ſeventy feven feet in

WRETCHEDLY degraded by its vulgar name of the

Cabbage tree!

L 2 circum-
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diameter.

circumference ; or above twenty five in

Single branches of thefe,

he fays, would have made fome of the

largeſt trees in Europe ; and the whole

feemed to form a foreſt of itſelf.

ALL the ſeveral parts of Nature cor-

refpond with each other. Under the

fhade of theſe mighty vegetables walk

the elephant and rhinoceros. The vaft

rivers ofthe fouthern continents are in-

habited by the crocodile and hippopota-

mus. The unrelenting heat of the tro-

pical fun is, as it were, reflected in the

untameable fiercenefs ofthe beafts of

prey which ſpread defolation far and

wide through the defarts of theſe regi-

ons ; and in the exalted rage and venom

of the numerous ferpents with which

they are infeſted. What infinite ſcope

for
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for new and ſtriking deſcription would

the animal hiſtory of theſe countries af-

ford to the poet who fhould be able to

draw it from original fources ! Even

theſketches of Thomſon on this fubject

are finer pictures than almoſt any others

in deſcriptive poetry. What magnifi-

cence in the ſcenery of the following

lines !

Along thefe lonely regions, where retir'd,

From little ſcenes of art, great Nature dwells

In awful folitude, and nought is ſeen

But the wild herds that own no maſter's ſtall,

Prodigious rivers roll their fatning feas :

On whofe luxuriant herbage, half- conceal'd,

Like a fallen cedar, far-diffus'd his train ,

Cas'd in green ſcales, the crocodile extends.

Peaceful, beneath primeval trees that caft

Their ample ſhade o'er Niger's yellow ftream ,

AndL3
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And where the Ganges rolls his facred wave ;

Or mid the central depth of blackening woods,

High rais'd in folemn theatre around,

Leans the huge elephant.

HORROR, Wrought up to its higheſt

pitch, gives wonderful fublimity to the

paffage repreſenting the nightly roam-

ings ofthe beafts of prey.

Theſe, ruſhing from th' inhofpitable woods

Of Mauritania, or the tufted ifles,

That verdant rife amid the Lybian wild,

Innumerous glare around their ſhaggy king,

Majeftic, ftalking o'er the printed fand ;

And, with imperious and repeated roars,

Demand their fated food. The fearful flocks

Croud near the guardian ſwain ; the nobler herds,

Where round their lordly bull, in rural eaſe,

They ruminating lie, with horror hear

The coming rage. Th' awakened village ſtarts ;

And to her fluttering breaft the mother ſtrains

Her thoughtless infant. From the Pirate's den,

Of
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Or ftern Morocco's tyrant fang eſcap'd,

The wretch half-wiſhes for his bonds again :

While, uproar all, the wilderness refounds,

From Atlas eastward to the frighted Nile.

DR. GOLDSMITH had probably this

deſcription in his memory when he drew

the following picture of the fame fub-

ject, which, however, he has rendered

fufficiently different byjudiciouſly dwel-

ling upon the natural hiſtory of the

ſcene, rather than the paffion it in-

fpires.

" NOTHING can be more terrible than

" an African landſcape at the cloſe of

evening the deep toned roarings of

"the lion ; the fhriller yellings ofthe

tyger ; the jackall, purſuing by the

" ſcent, and barking like a dog ; the

hyæna, with a note peculiarly folitary
66

« and
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" and dreadful ; but to crown all, the

"hiffing of the various kinds of fer-

<<

pents, that at that time begin their

" call, and, as I am affured, make a

"much louder fymphony than the

"birds in our groves in a morning.

22

It is very rare that Thomſon does

not excel when he imitates ; yet the

want of an accurate idea to work upon

has injured the effect of fome very fine

lines, apparently intended as a free

copy from the accurate defcription, al-

ready quoted, ofthe Cherfydrus of Vir-

gil, The Latin poet defcribes a par-

ticular fpecies of ferpent ; Thomſon

means to paint fome large and terrible

creature of that tribe, but without con-

* Summer, 1. 897, & feq.

fining
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fining the draught to one individual

His images are therefore tookind.

general and indifcriminate.

MR. ADANSON, however, furniſhes

fome circumſtances for a defcription of

the enormous gigantic ferpent of Africa,

which a poet might employ with ftrik-

ing effect. He conjectures this animal

to be from forty to fifty foot long at its

full growth ; and thus defcribes the

manner in which it feeks its prey.

" He lurks in moraffes, and places not

* far from the water. His tail is curled

" two or three rounds of a circle, which

" include a circumference from five to

" fix feet diameter, over which he

" rears his head with part of his body.

" In this attitude, and as it were im-

" moveable, he throws his eyes all

" round
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" round, and when he perceives an ani-

" mal within reach, he darts upon it

CC
by means of the circumvolutions of

" his tail, which have the fame effect

" as a ſtrong ſpring. "

THUS does every ſcene of nature,

foreign or domeftic, afford objects from

whence an accurate furvey may derive

new ideas of grandeur or beauty. Thus,

where a careleſs eye only beholds an or-

dinary and indiftinct landſkip, one ac-

cuſtomed to examine, compare, and dif-

criminate will difcern detached figures

and groups, which, judiciouſly brought

forwards, may be wrought into the moſt

ftriking pictures. Thefe fimple propo-

fitions were not of a kind which reaſon-

ing could render more evident.
Το

give

3
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give a lively impreffion and feeling of

their truth by examples was the only

purpoſe to be purfued with advantage.

Taſte may perhaps be fixed and explain-

ed by philofophical inveſtigation ; but

it can only be formed by frequent con-

templation ofthe objects with which it

is converfant. This, it is hoped, will

prove a fufficient apology for the nume-

rous quotations which compoſe ſo large

a fhare of this volume. Many of theſe,

it is probable, will be familiar to the

reader ; but by appearing in a particular

connexion, and being brought into

compariſon with fimilar paffages, they

may be viewed in new lights, and their

beauties become more confpicuous.

At leaſt, they may renew many agreeable

ideas in the reader's mind ; and thus

fecure
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fecure him fome of that amuſement,

which the critical part of the work

might fail to afford.

THE END.
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