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P R E F A C E . 

The want of a work of this kind must have been very 

generally felt; and, in offering it to the public, the com

piler's earnest wish is to spare the literary student some of 

those long hours of research which so painfully retard his 

progress. 

Hitherto, the youth of both sexes have been too fre

quently left to make their entrance into society almost 

completely ignorant of that subject of conversation which 

forms its most general topic and its greatest charm—Lite

rature. They may have gained the honors of all their 

classes in history, geography, &c. & c , yet their first steps 

into the world have brought disappointment and humilia

tion. They find, in fact, that they have another education 

to commence, and without a guide to help them through the 

vast multitude of writers who are the boast and ornament 

of every country. To the young, therefore, a publication 

of this sort can hardly fail to be useful; since, if compiled 

with any share of judgment, it at "once unites precept with 

example—shows them what is excellent, and informs them 
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why it is so. It has been the compiler's aim to comprise 

as much as possible in the smallest compass; and she begs 

leave to express a hope that, while this work may be found 

to contain sufficient information respecting the leading 

names in European Literature to satisfy casual consulta

tion, it may serve at once as a guide and stimulus to more 

minute and extensive investigations. 
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H A N D - B O O K 

M O D E R N E U R O P E A N L I T E R A T U R E . 

INTRODUCTION. 

Asia, the cradle of mankind, was also the cradle of letters. 
From"time immemorial the Indians and the Chinese possessed 

great poets and philosophers; and it is from Asia that the Egypt
ians are said to have gathered their laws, philosophy, and arts. 

The Persians, Medes, Assyrians, and Phoenicians had, without 
doubt, a rich and brilliant literature, lost to us chiefly by the burn
ing of the Alexandrian library. 

The Greets, who had received from Asia, or from their mother-
country Egypt, the traditions of the arts, carried them to the highest 
perfection. Time has not been able to destroy the fine works of 
their poets and their historians; they are still the admiration of the 
civilized world. W h e n Greece was conquered by the Romans, her 
taste for letters was carried to Rome, and" Italy soon was in posses
sion of a literature which rivaled in some degree that of the parent 

source. 
Then came the barbarous ages of the Celts and the Iberians; 

but the Druids kept alive by their bards a taste for the productions 
of genius even amongst the most uncultivated people. 

After these, we meet with the' "Edda/' a production of the Scan-

2 ' 



14, E U R O P E A N LITERATURE. 

dinavian nations, similar to the " Ossian" of the Scotch and Irish: 
and these works bring us down to the literature of the early Middle 
Ages, when, after the invasion of the R o m a n empire by the northern 
nations, new languages had been formed' by amalgamation and cor

ruption. 
The Provencal tongue is the best known of this period, and its. 

poets spread far their reputation; while, at the same time, the Arabs, 
having stretched their empire along the north of Africa, and through 
Spain to the foot of the Pyrenees, looked with. disdain upon the 
people of the west. Bagdad and the south of Spain, had become 
the centres of their civilization and of their literature; and even in 
Persia and India poetry and the fine arts were -more assiduously 
cultivated than in Europe. 

Meanwhile, the literature of Eastern Europe was overpowered and 
choked by the contentions of theologists. M e n are poets before they 
are philosophers; they feel with sensibility, and describe with force, 
when they have made but little progress in investigation or reason
ing : the age -of Homer and , of Hesiod long preceded that of 
Socrates. But religious contests embroiled at an early period the 
minds of our ancestors; and, instead of the -.poetical productions 
usual in an age of powerful emotion.and unfettered restraint,-the 
literature of this period was almost entirely devoted to the squabbles 
of theology and metaphysics. The presumption of m a n quickly. 
added to the- simple and sublime doctrines of Christianity the theo
ries of a vain philosophy, wrapt up in mysteries and idle questions, 
which the self-directed faculties of m a n are unequal to resolve. 

The scholastic theology, with its infinite train of bold disquisi
tions- and subtle .distinctions, was the first production of the spirit 
of inquiry after it began to resume some degree of vigor and activity 
in Europe. Misled by the acute and inquisitive Greeks in the 
Eastern Empire, and by the Arabian sages in Spain and Africa, the 
philosophers who first applied to science were involved in a maze of 
intricate inquiries, produced by the refined theology of the one and 
the frivolous subtlety of the others. Invention and art were fet
tered by authority, and the force of genius was spent in speculations 
at once visionary and difficult to comprehend. 

Still, there was a novelty in these ill-directed pursuits which 


