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LECTURE XVIIL

Figurative Language — General Charatters qf
- Style — Diffufe, Concife — Feeble , Nervou§—
Dry, Plam, Neat, Elegant Flowcry.

b

H A VIN G treated, at confiderable length;. of
the figures of fpeech, of their origin,. of their
nature, andof the mnagementefﬁxghmf't‘ﬁem
as are important enough fo.require a particular
difeaffion’; before finally difmiffing this fubje&,
I think it incumbent on. mey to make fome ob-
fervations concemmg the proper ufe of figurative
language in general. Thefe, indeed,.1 have, in
part, already antlmpaged But, as great-errors
are often committed in this part of fiyle, efpe-
ciilly by young ‘writers, it may be of ufe that
I bring together, under ome view, the ,xnoﬂ:
material dire@ions en this head.

‘T begin with repeating an obfervation former-
ly made, that neither all the beautles, nor etfeni
the chief beannes of. compoﬁnon, de.peﬁg npon

L. onR. a.



2 FIGURATIVE Lecris.

tropes and figures. Some of the moft {ublime
and moft pathetic paflages of the moft admired
authors, both in profe and poetry, are exprefled
in the moft fimple ftyle, without any figure at
all; inftances of which I have before given. On
the other hand, a compofition may abound with
thefe ftudied ornmaments; the language may be
artful, fplendid, and hxghly ﬁrmred, and yet
the compoﬁtlon be on the whole frigid and unaf-
feQting. Not to fpeak of fentiment and thought,
which conftitute the .real and lafting merit of
any work , if the ftyle be 'Diff and affelled, if it
be deficient in perfpicuity of precifion , or in
eafe and neatnefs, all the figures that can be
employed will never render it agreeable : they
may dazzle a vulgar, but will never pleafe a
judicious; eye. :

In the fecond place, figures, in order to be
beautiful, muft always rife naturally from the
fubject. I have fhown that all of them are the
language either: of au.n:agmanon, or-.af paﬁion,,,,
fome of them fuggefted by imagination , -when
it is awakened and fprightly, fuch as metaphors
and comparifons; others by paffion or more
heated emotion , fuch as . perfonifications and
apofirophes.  Of courfe they are beautiful then
only, when they are’prompted by fancy, or'by
paffion. © They muft rife of their own accord;
they muft flow from a mind warmed by the
objéét which it feeks to ‘defcribe ; we fhould
never interrupt the courfe of thought to caft
about for figures. If they be fought after coolly,
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and faftened on as defigned ornaments, they will
have a miferable effel. It is a very erroneous
idea, which many have of the ornaments of fiyle,
as if they were things detached from the fubjeft,
and that could be ftuck to it, like lace upon a
coat: this is indeed,

Purpureus late qui {plendeat unus aut alter
Afluitur pannus *— ARs PoET.

And it is this falfe idea which has often brought
attention to the beauties of writing into dilre-
pute. Whereas, the real and proper ornaments
of ftyle are wrought into. the f{ubftance of it:
They flow in the fame fiream with the current
of thought. A writer -of gemus couceives..his
fubjelt ﬁrongly ; his imagination is filled and.im-
prefled with it, and pours itfelf forth in_ that
figurative, language which imagination naturally
{peaks,  He puts on no emotion which his fubjet
does not raife in him; he f{peaks as he feels;
burt his ftyle will be beauriful, becaufe his feela
ings are lively. On occafions, when fancy is
languid, .or finds nothing to roufe it, we fhould
never attempt to hun_t for figures. We then wo;'k,‘
as it is faid, “invita Minerva;” fuppofing
figures invented, they will have the appearance
of being forced* ‘and’ in thls cafe, they had
much better be wanted.

*« Schre&s of purple with broad luftre shine, - .
« Sew’d on-your poem.” . . Framets, -



s FIGURATIVE Lecri8.

In the third place, even when imagination
prompts, and the fubjeét naturally gives rife to
figures, they muft, however, notbe employed
too frequently. Inall beauty, ‘“fimplex munditiis,”
is a capital quality. Nothing derogates more from
the weignt and dignity of any compofition, than
too great attention to ornament. When the orna-
ments coft labor, that labor always appears;
thoungh they fhould coft us none, fill the reader
or hearer may be furfeited with them; and when
they come too thick, they give the impreffion
of a light and frothy genius, that evaporates in
fhow, rather than brings forth what is folid.
The direllions of the-ancient critics, on this
head, are full of good fenfe, and deferve careful
attention. “ Voluptatibus maximis,” fays Cicero,
de Orat L. iii. “faftidium finitimum eft in rebus
€ omnibus; quo hoc minus in oratione miremur.
¢ In qua vel ex poetis, vel oratoribus poflumus
¢ judicare, concinnam, ornatam, feflivam fine in-
¢ termiffione, quamvis claris fit coloribus piia,
¢ vel poefis, vel oratio, non poffe in delefla-
¢ tione efle dinturna. Quare, bene & praclare,
¢ quamvis nobis fepe dicatur, belle & feftive

¢ nimiom f{epe nolo *.” To the fame purpofe,

* « In all human things, difguft borders fo nearly oa
& the moft lively pleafures, that we need not be furprifed
“ to find this hold in eloquence. From reading either poets
€ or orators, we may eafily fatisfy onrfelves, that neither a
¢ poem nor an oratiom, which, without intermiffion is showy
* and {parkling, cam pleafe us long. ~=~ Wherefore,
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are the excellent direQions with which Qam&th
concludes his difcourfe concernmg figures, L. ix.
C. 3. “ Egoillud deis figuris que vere finnt,
¢ adjiciam breviter, ficutornantorationem oppor-
¢ tune pofitz, ita ineptiffimas effe cum im-
‘¢ medice petuntur. Sunt, qui neglefio rerum
« pondere & viribus fententiarum, ﬁ vel inania
‘¢ verba in hos modos depravarunt, “fummos fe
¢ judicant artifices; ideoque non definunt eas
 neflere; quas fine fententia fellare, tam eft
¢ ridicolum quam quazrere habitum geftumque
¢ fine corpore. Ne hz quidem quaz reQle funt,
¢ denfandz funt nimis. Sciendum imprimis quid
¢ quifque poftulet locus, quid .perfona, qunid
¢ tempus. Major enim pars harum figurarum
¢ polita eft in delefltatione. Ubi vero, atrocitate,
¢ invidia, miferatione pugrandum eft; quis ferat
¢ verbis co‘ntrvapohus, & confimilibus, & pariter
¢ cadentibus, irafcentem, flentem, rogantem?
“ Cum in_his rebus, cura verborum deroget
« affeflibus fidem; & ubicunque ars oftentatur,
% veritas abefle videatur *.” Aft,er thefe judicious

« tbough we may msh for the frequent ptaxfe of havmg
« exprefled ourfelves well and properly, we should ‘not covet
¢ repeated applaufe, for bemg bright and fplendid.”

* < muft add, concerning thofe figures which are pupex
“ in themfelves, that as. they beauuﬁg a compoﬁnon when t.hq
« are feafonably introdnged, fo they defotm it greaty, if
< too frequently fought after. There are fome, who, pegle&.
“ ing ftrength of fentiment and welgnt of matter, if they cam
& only forgg their empty words into a ﬁguratxve Egle, lmagm:
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and ufeful obfervations, I have no more to add,
on this fubject, except this admonition.

In the fourth place, that withount a genius
for figurative language, none fhould aitempt
it. Imag‘natxon is a power not to be acquired;
it muft be derived from nature. Its redundancies
we may prune, its deviations we may correl, its
fphere we way enlarge; but the faculty itfelf we
cannot create: and all efforts towards a metapho-
rical ornamented ftyle, if we are deftitute of the
proper genius for it, will prove awkward and
difgufiing. Let us fatisfy ourfelves, however, by
confidering, that without this talent, -or at teaft
with a very {mall meafure of it, we may both
write and {peak to advantage. ' Godd fenle, clear
ideas, perfpicuity of language, and proper arrange-
ment of words and thoughts, will always com-
mand attention. Thefe are indeed the foundations

% themfelves "reat writers; and thercfore contmuaIfy {ftring
< together fuch ornaments; \vhxch is juft as’ ri'dlculous, where
% there is no fentimext to fnpport; them ,‘as to contrive geftures
% and dreffes for what wants a body. Even thofe figures which
 a {ubje& admits, muit not come too thick. We muft begin,
¢ with confidering what the ocyaﬁon, the time, and the
perfon who {peaks, render proper. For the object ‘aimed
at by the greater part of thefe figures, is entertainment.
“« But when the fubje&t becomes deeply ferious and firong
% fiffions are to be moved, whocan bear the orator, who, in
* aff:@ed langnage’'and baliced phrafes, endeavours to exprefs
wrath, commiferation; or earneft entreaty? On all fuch
occafions, ‘a folicitous® atténtion to words weakens paﬁion’,
and when fo much art 1s “shown, thcre is fufpe&ed to he
 little fincerity. -

244
«w

(4



OF STYLE. 7

of all fohd merit, both in {peaking and writing,
Many fubjelts require nothing more; and thofe
which admit of ornament, admit it only as a
fecondary requifite. To ftudy and to know our
own genius well; to follow nature; to feek to
improve, but not to force it, are directions which
cannot be too often given to thofe who defire to
excel in the liberal arts.

When I entered on the confideration of: ﬁyle,
I obferved that wvords being the copies of our
ideas ,- there 'muft always be a very intimate con-
nexion between the manmer in which every
writer employs wordsy and his manner of think-
ing; and that, from the peculiarity of .theught
and expreflion which belongs to him, there is a
certain: charafler imprinted on his ftyle, which
may ‘be denominated his manner ; commonly
exprefled by fuch general terms, asftrong, weak,
dry, fimple, affeéted, or the like. Thefe diftinc-
tions_carry, in geneml, fome reference to an
author’s mahner of thinking , but refer chiefly
to his mode of expreflion. They arife from the
whole tenor of his language; and comprehend
the effet produced by all thofe parts of fiyle
whieh we have already ‘confidered ; the choice
which he makes of fingle words; his arrangement
of thefe in fentences; the degree of his precifion;
and his embellifbment, by means of mufical ca-
dence, figures, or other arts of fpeech. - Of fuch
general charadters of ftyle, therefore, it remains__
now to fpeak, as the refult of thofe underparr.s
of which I have hitherto treated.
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That different fubje(ts require to be treated of
in different forts of ftyle, is a pofition fo cbvious,
that [ fhall not ftay to illnfirate it. Every one
fees that treatifes of philofophy, for inftance,
ought not to be compufed in the fame fiyle with
orations. Every one fees allo, that different parts
of the fame compofition require a variation in the
ftyle and manner. In a fermon, for inftance, or
any harangue, -the application or peroration ad-
mits more ornament, and requires more warmth,
than the didadlic part.~ But what I mean . at pre-
fent to remark is, that amidfl this variety, we
ftill expet 10 find, in the compofitions of any
one man, fome degree of uniformity or confiftency
with himfelf in manner; we expedl to find fome
precominant charalter of ftyle imprefled on all
his writings, which fhall be fuited to, and fhall
mark , his particular genius, and torn of mind.
The orations in Livy differ much in ftyle, as
they ought to do, from the reft of his hiftory.
The fame’ is the cafe. with thofe in. Tacitus.. Yet
both in Livy's orationss .and: in thofe of Tatitus,
we are able clearly to-mrace the diftinguifhing
manner of each hiftorian; the magnificent ful-
nefs of the one, and the fententious concifenefs
of ihe other. The ¢ Lettres Perfanes., ” and
¢ L’Efprit des Loix,” are the warks of the fame
aurhor. 'They required very different compo-
fition furely, and accerdingly they differ wide-

-ly; yer flill we fee the fame hand. Where-
ever there is real and native genius, it gives a
determination to one kind of ftyle rather than to
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another. Where nothing of this appears; where
there is no marked nor peculiar charafler in the
compofitions of any author, we are apt to infer,
not without realon, that he is a vulgar and trivial
author, who writes from imitation, and not
from the impulfe of original genius. As the moft
celebrated painters are known by their hand,
fo the beft and moft original writers are known
and diftinguithed , throughout all their works,
by their ftyle and peculiar manner. This will.
be found to hold almoft withont exception.

The ancient critics attended to thefe general
charadlers of ftyle which we are now to confider.
Dionyfius. of Halicarnaffus divides them into
three kinds; and calls them the auftere, the
florid;, .and the middle. By the auftere, he
means. a ftyle  diftingnifhed for firength and
firmnefs; with a negleét of fmoothnefs and orna-
ment ; for examples:of which', he gives Pindar-
and . Zfchylus among the poets, and Thucydides
among the profe- writers. By the florid, he
means, as the name indicates, a fiyleornamented,
flowing, and fweet; refting more upon numbers
and grace, than fteength; he inflances Hefiod,
Sappho, Anacreon; Euripides, and principally
Ifocrates. The middle.:kind-is the-juft mean
between thefe, and comprehends th¢ beaunties of
both; in which clafs he places Homer and So-
phocles among the poets; in profe, Herodotus ,
Demofthenes, Plato, and (what feems firange}
Ariilotle. This muft be a very wide clafs indeed,
which comprehends Plato and Ariftotle under
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one article as to ftyle * Cicero and Quindfilian
make allo a threefold diviffon of fiyle, though
with refpe to different qualities of it; in which
they are followed by moft of the modern writers
on Rhetoric; the fimplex, tenue, or fubiile; the
grave or vehemensy and the mediunt, or, tempera-
tum genus dicendi. But thefe divifions and the
illofirations they give of them., are fo loofe and
general, that they cannot advance us much in
our ideas of ftyle. I fhall endeavour to be a little
more particular in wha:t T have to fay on this
fubje&t. ’ e

Oue of the firft and moﬁ obkus dlf’cm&rons
of the different kinds of ftyle, 4s what arifes from
an author’s {preading out his thoughts more or
lefs. This diftintion forms, what are .called
the diffufe and the concife ftyles. A concife
writer comprefles his thought into the ' feweft
poflible words; he feeks to employ none but
fuch as are mioft expreflive; he lops off, as re-
dundant, every expreffien which does not-add
fomething ‘material to ‘thé fenfe. - Ornament he
doesnot rejeét; he maybe lively and‘figured ; “but
his ornament is intended .for the fake of force,
rather -than grace. He never gives you the fame
thought twice. He places it in the light which
appears to him the mof¥firiking, but if you do
not apprehend it well in that light, you need not
expet to find it in any other. His fentences are
arranged with compaélnefs .and ftrength.,'rather

& ¥ De Compofitions Verborum, Cap.'25. . - ** . .0+
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than with cadence and  harmony. The utmoft
precifion is fludied in them ; and they are com-
monly defigned to fuggeft more to the reader’s
imagination than-they dire€lly exprefs.

A diffufe writer unfolds his thought fully.
He placés it in a variety “of lights ,»and gives the
reader every pofﬁble affiftance for underftanding
it completely. He is not very careful to exprefs
it at firft in s full- firength; becaufe he is to
repeat the impreflion ; and what he wants in
firength , he propofes to fupply by copxoul‘ne{é.
‘Writers of this charaller QeneraHy love magni-
ficence and amphﬁcatlon. Their periods naturally
run out into fome length , and havmg room for
ornament of every kmd lvey admit it freely.

Each of thefe manners has its peculiar advan-
tages; and each becomes faulty when carried to
the extreme. - Thé extreme of concilenefs becomes
abrupt and abfcure; it-isaptalfoto lead into a
ﬁyle too pointed ; and hordering on the epigram-
matic- Theextreme diffufenefs becomes weak and
langnid, and tires the reader. However, to one
or other of thefe two~manners, a writer may
lean according as his genius prompts him: and
under the general<charaéter of a concife, or ofa
more open and diffufe ﬂyle, may poﬂefs much
beauty in his - compoﬁtlon. : :

Forilluftrations of thefe general chara&ers, Tcan
only refer to the writers who are examples of them.
It is not fo much from detached paflages, fuch
as’l was wont formerly to quote for inftances;
as from the current of an author’s ftyle, that we
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are to colleft the idea of a formed manner of
writing. The two moft remarkable examples that
I know, of concifenefs carried as far as propriety
will allow, perhaps in fome cafes farther, are
Tacitus the hiftorian , and the prefident Montef
quieu in “ L’Efprit des Loix.” Ariftotle, too, holds
an eminent rank among didaétic writers for his
brevity. Perhaps no writer in the world was
ever fo frugal of his words as Ariftotle; but
this frugahty of expreffion frequently darkens his
meaning. Of a beautiful and magnificent- diffofe-
nefs, Cicero is, beyond doubt, the moft illuf
trious inflance that can be given. Addifon alfo,
and Sir William Temple, come in fome degree
under this clafs.

In judging when it is ,proper to lean to the
concife, and when to the diffufe manner; we
muft be direéted by the nature of the compoﬁ-

“tion.  Difcourfes that are to be fpoken , require
a mare copious ftyle, than books that are to be
nead ‘When the whole meaning rmult be catched
ftom the mouth of. the fpeaker, without - the
advantage which books aﬁord of paufmg at plea-
fure, and revzewmg what appears obfcure, great
conmfenefs is always to be avoided. We lhould
never prefume too much on the quicknefs of our
hearer’s underflanding; but our fiyle ought to be
fuch, that the bulk of men can go along with
us eaﬁly » and withaut effort.. A flowing copious
fiyle , therefore, is required in all public fpeak-
ers; guarding, at the fame time, againft fuch a
degree of diffufion, as renders them languid and



