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Attic Prose: Lipsius, Montaigne, Bacon

Monta;gllC

. 1'HE FOUNDEn OF LlDERTINB STYLE

There is n striking similarity between the moral experience of l'vlon~

taigne at the time of his retirement and that through which Lipsius
passed more gradually in arriving at the ultimate form of his thought,
He too was touched with the melancholy of the late Renaissance.
His confessed aim in his retirement was to study it and come to terms
with it; and the method of his study in the first phase of his philo
sophical development was purely Stoic. The essays which we can
prove to have been written during the first five or six years after his
retirement arc as lil<e in tone and spirit to the Stoical treatises of
Lipsius as the writings of two authors working independently are
ever likely to be. The essa)' on Solitude, for instance, is a kind of
companion-piece or complement to Lipsius' dialogue on COllstalley.

Rhetorically, too, Montaigne effected his escape from humanistic
orthodoxy through the Stoic doorway; and he asserted his freedom
with more boldness and promptitude, perhaps actually became can'
scious of it at an earlier date, than Lipsius, He is in no doubt, even
in the earliest of his Essays, about his distaste for Cicero's style; and
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indeed is ,ill: ollly i\llli-Circroni:lIl who d:lf(.'s 10 express his ·illlk~

P('lHlt:lll't~ ' .... illl perfect fraJlkness. ClFic upon lhat eloquence/' he says,
Wlll'lI sl'c:lking of Cirel'o~ ·'thal makes us in love with itself, and I~ot

. \\'ilh dIe Ihing." 'The vcry beauty of Cicero's language, the faultlcss
J1\.'5:> of 11is oratorical rhydllll, is the defect he finds in him, just as
EraslTl1Is h:I<J fOllnd him too perfect. "He will sometimes," he admits,
l'confo!llld his numbers; but it is seldom," f'As for me, I like a cadence
that f"Hcth sIlOrrcr, cut like Iambics."l He may make his opposition
more p~rticl1Iar and varied in his later writings; he cannot" ma](c it
more clear and pOSitive than it is in the period between '572 and
1576. .

But he has not yet attained the characteristic independence of his
matured opinions. Like Lipsius', his opposition to Cicero's sole au
tbority is that of a school. Tbe terms of bis polemic arc all Stoic
~erms! the books that he reads, he says, in words that ale almost
l~ent;.cal With. a later phrase of Lipsius, are only those that will make
hIm more W1Se and sufficientJ not more worthy or e]oquent";2 and
the authors who have WOn away his admiration from "the master of
those who speak" are also those in whom he has studied the Stoic
philosophy which meets his moral need at this time: Seneca and, in
a less degree, Lucan. The "soldatesque" style of Cresar, it is true
also command~ ~is spe~ial admiration; for what is it but the languag;
of a gre,at. StOIC In actIOn; but he is after all a writer, that is to say,
a rhetoncliln, and as a model for his Own imitation Seneca alone could
s~rve his tu:~. Upon this model, in fact, his style was formed in
hIS early wntmg, and the general character it took at that time was
n<'!ver radically changed, as he himself observed, even though· his
theory of style a.nd his tas~es passed through mow than one phase
of devel?p~ent m succeedmg years. Pasquier described him as Ull

a~tre Seneque de notre langue, Pere Garasse as un Seneque en
desordre; and the careful analysis of his style by many modern critics
ha~ but confin~c~ th~se judgments of a~, earlier day. His style, says
Samt~-Beuve, I~ a tlSsue of metaphors, and, as Iegards the other
conspIcuoUS trait of a Senccan style, Etienne Pasquier has truly said
of hiS book that it is "un vrai seminaire de belles et notables sen-
tences." .

If Montaigne had advanced no funher in the development of his
moral and rhetorical theory than the stage he had reached in 1576
he would n.ot have be.com~ t~~ pioneer in a new phase of modern
thought. HlS talent, hlS mlmltable skill would of course have made

his writings more familiar 10 the world than those of Murct "IllI
Lipsius; but he would have occupied a pI<lcC similar to their:; 3mI
about eqnal to it in the history of the rationalist movement of the ]_.
age.

Doubtless his freedom from the obligations of a professional con
sistency was a cause that his influence was not bounded by these
limitations; some would plefer to say that it was merely an effect bf
the native superiority of genius to any circumstances whatever; and
perhaps the truest statement of all would be that his preference of an
unrelated freedom to the embarrassments of a defined caleer was in
and of itself the decisive manifestation of his genius, including all
the rest as its natural consequence. At all events, he passed beyond
the limits of the "new kind of learning," even at the time when
Mucet and Lipsius were still seeking its exact academic formulre and
definitions. By the time his first volume appeared, in '580, he had
already Ienounced systematic stoicism-though he never moved out
of the zone of intellectual and literary interests into which his .toic
study had introduced him-and had found his way to the main
highway of modern thought, which leads diIectly from Petrarch and
Erasmus to the liberal skepticism of the eighteenth century. He had
discovered that the progress of rationalism meant much more than
a change of ortbodoxies, meant nothing less in fact than the full
exelcise of cuIiosity and the free play of individual differences.'

A change of litemy tastes kept pace with this philosophic de
velopment. Students of Montaigne's Essais have discovered that the
publication of Amyo!'s translations of Plutarch's works, and par
ticulady of Les CEllvres Morales et Meslees in '572, had a decisive
effect in this respect upon all his later work. The full meaning of the
extraordinary delight he always took thenceforth in the reading of
this work cannot be discussed here: we need only observe that it
was quite as much an effect as a Ciluse of the progress that \vas going
on in his literary opinions. In an addition to his last volume, in the
edition of '588, he said that of all the authors he knew Plutarch
was the one who "best mingled an with nature,'" and the phrase
exactly describes the literary ideal towald which he was tending
throughout his career. He was always in quest of the natural man 
in himself, the free individual self who should be the ultimate judge
of the opinions of all the sects and schools; and as the natural com
plement of this philosophic enquiry he was always feeling his way
at the same time toward a theory of style which should allow the
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LATrN AND THE VERNACULAR TONGUES 1575-1625

The last quarter of the sixteenth century was the period when the
literary' d nims and pretensions of Latin and the modern languages
were most evenly balanced, when it was easiest to pass.from one to
the other withont a change of subject-matter or style. Before that
time there had been a fairly clear, though by no meanS a deliberate,
differentiation of their uses. The chief artistic use of the vernacular
in the sixteenth century had been to express the surviving medieval
ism of the culture of that age. It was the language, for instance, of
what had been perhaps the most general medium of medieval literary
expression, the sermon; it was tl,e language of a multitude of ro
mantically-retold tales of both antiquities, in which the fading ideals
and customs of chivalry were adapted to an age of courtiers; it was
the language of courtly cercmonbl nnel show; it wns the medium in
which the medieval book of etiquette and universal instruction en
joyed a brief revival. It reflected, ill brief, the customs of a courtly

greatest pos~iblc scope to the expression of differences of individual
character, Dr, in other words, the greatest possible naturalness of style
that is consistent with the artificial limits necessarily imposed upon
all literary composition. We can observe through all the stages of
his development a steady approximation to such a theory; but in the
latest editions of his Essais he has worked out its formulre with sur
prising definiteness, and has become, both as teacher ancl model,
the initiator of a particular tendency within the general bounds of the
Anti-Ciccroninn movement which is destined to have even greater
conseq"ences in literary history than the Stoic model of style de
scribed by Lipsius. To this tendency we are justified in giving the
name "Libcrtine"-though the term is new in literary criticism- be
cause it not only indicates the connection between the kind of prose
style which it produces and the philosophy to which it is related, but
also exactly describes the character of this prose-style itself.

The freedom of Montaigne's literary opinions was partly due, as
we have already observed, to his deliberate choice of a career free
from official responsibilities: he became a "man 'wTiting for men."
But it was also due in large measure to the fact that he was the first
of the Anti-Ciceroninn Je~dcrs to use a vernacular language in his
writings; and this is so great a point of difference that it cannot be
passed over in a discussion of seventeenth century prose-style.

:,
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life which had not been modified in its essential features by the
intellectual effort of the Renaissance. On the other hand, whatever
was really new and forward-looking in the Renaissa.nce .fo~nd Its
prose-expression in the ancient tongue. Some humanIsts, It IS true,
foresaw the modern uses of their mother-languages: Bembo, Du
Bellay, Aseham, for instance. Yet their \V.ritings me not rep~ese?ta
tive of the usual vernacular prose of their tIme; and there IS lIttle
distortion in the statement that in 1550 all serious, modern thought
was expressed in Latin, all that was traditional, or merely popular,
in its character tended to find its way into vemacular prose..

One hundred years after that date the progress of modermsm ha~
reversed these relations in most respects. The usual lang~age of sen
ous criticism, and even of philosophy, had becon:e EnglI~h, Frenc?,
or Italian' and what is more important, the S1lbJeet of hterary cnt
icism had' bec~me chiefly the vernacular languages and their usag~s;
Latin was already the language of a dead litera~ure, w~ose chl,;f
value was to enrich the native styles with romantIc allUSIon, herOIC
imnges, and far-echoing rhythms, .' .

In these observations there is of course nothIng new, and the pur
pose of reviving them here is to call attention to a fact which scholar
ship has not yet clearly enough take? account of, that betw?en th~
two termini that have Just been mentIOned there w:s a most mteLest
iog period in which the two languages, or the t~o kmds ~f l~nguJges,
the ancient nnd the vernacular, were present In the mmds of m.ost
well-educated people in relations of almost exact balance and equalIty,
and there wcre nO fenl differcnc<:S whatever between thc uses of the
onc and the other. This period, which extended over about twO ge,ner
ations one before the turn of the century, one after, was the hmge
on wl;ich the oreat chanoe turned, a quiet revolution, effected un
consciously in clle main, i~ would seem, and participated in by many
who would have regretted it if they had known what they w~re
doing, but of vastly more importance than most of, the c~langes wluch
have been the subject of literary controversy, ThiS perIod should he
more carefully studied by literary historians with reference to the
history of the modern languages than it has yet been; and there are
the two comments on it which are directly suggested by the study of
(IAttic" prose,5 . .

The Iirst has 10 do with the clFeet of the e'lualizatlOn of the lan
guages upon the vernacular l~t~ra.tures, and is to the effect t.hat out
of this passing state of eqUlhbnum emerged a standard form of
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lillll:;lry l'msl' ill ('Vt'.f)' Illtldt'fJl bngllng,·, UpOI1 whirh nil bit,!' l'nl'llls
arc founded 'md out of which tlwy have developed without radical
or revolutionary change.

Italian, English ~nd French prose of the preceding periods has
various merits which__ rmliguarians love to point out for the reproof
or exhortation of writers of the present day. But none of it is quite
standard prose. Some of it is too popular and crude and violent. Some
o~ it is too highly wrought and fantastically mannered. And a third
kmd,-the smallest elass,-though pure and correct, is too poverty
s!ricken, t~in, and limited in its expressive resources. The explana
!lOn of thIS fact of course is that, as we have just observed, men of
ldcas reserved nil the serious, progressive, and modern uses of their
intellects for expression in Latin; they felt that the spoken languages
~ad not been. suffieiently conventionalized to carry thc definite mean
mgs and 10gIeal processes of continued exposition. It was good for
concrete uses alone~ And as long as this sort of differentiation con
tinued in force there could not be a standard prose-styIe in either
Lati~ or the various vernaculars, for a standard form of prose is de
termm.ed by. the general thought of the age which it expresses, its
coll~ctIve ';'Isdom and experience; it is neither rcmotely and pro
fessIOnally. mtellectual,on the one hand, nor a simple record of facts
and sensatmns, on the otller; its function is rather to rcbtc the varied
phenomena of theextcrnal life of each period to its dominant ideas
and the general philosophic trend of its mind. It is clear that no such
style could make its appearance in an age when the intellect spoke
one language, the senses another.
. On the other h.and, wh~n these two languages had beeome virtually
mterchangeable m the mmds of a great many writers, as they were,
for example, in the minds of Montaigne and Bacon, when one and
the other came with equal ease and idiomatic freedom from their
pcns, it made little difference in fact which one they used, for each
:"ould .have some of the characteristic quality of the other. A writer
m LatI~ w~uld show the colloquial and concrete qualities of his
spe~ch m hIS .own l.anguage; a writer in French or English would
deny: from hIS Latm the rhetorical firmness, the exact use of a1
stract~on: the logical process which the learned language imposes.

ThIs.1s the phenomenon that we observe in fact in the period of
MontaJgne and Bacon. These are the Grst writers in the vernacular I
languages who employ a style which renders the process of thoucht I
and portrays the picturesque actuality of life with equal effect .:'nd I

l'0l1:>I:1I1tly rclalt·s the om' 10 1111' olher; itlHI il is ill lids St'llSt' lkll \\'l'

lIlay justify the statelllcnt thal the Ani-Ciccronian Ieadl'rs--[Vloll~

taignc, Chnrron, and Pasquicr in France, Bacon, Hall, }on:;o11, Vlot~

ton in England-are the actual founders of modern prose-style in
their respective languages. In the works of these authors, and in none
of those that precede them, we can Gn.;fa style in the popular lan
guage which is at once firm, uniform, and level enough to be called
a style and also adaptable enough to adjust itself to the changing life
of the modern world-a style which may grow and change in later
generations without losing its recognizable features.

The second comment to be made in thi~ conncetion is that the
chnractcr of the Anti-Ciceronian movement in prosc·stylc~whcthcr

we consider its fundamental principles or the models it proposed for
imitation-was eminently favorable to the process of leveling and
approximation, the virtual blending, in fact, of Latin and vernacular
style that was going on during this period. Ciceronian purism had
tended to keep the two kinds of speech apart from one another. Not
that the Ciceronians had been unfavorable to the study of prose-style
in the vernacular. Bembo and Ascham, on the contrary, had studied
the subjcct carefully. But their purism in Latin style begot a corre
sp?nding temper in their treatment of the native languages, and they
nl1stakcnly altcmptcd to shut up Italian, French and English within
the inadequate limits of the literary vocabulary which they had ac
quired at the beginning of the sixteenth century. Misled by the lack
of a proper historical sense which was characteristic of their school,
they pretended that the vernacular tongues had alrcady attained their
full maturity and were ready to be standardized in grammars, dic
tionaries, and rhetorics. The central idea of the Anti-Ciceronian
movement, on the other hand, was that style should be adapted to
the differences of men and times. The great modern principle of
unendmg change and development was implicit in its rhetorical
theory; and many of its leaders expressed their new-found joy in
freedom by indulging in strange capriees of vocabulary. English and
French are suddenly deformed by a riot of freakish Latini5Ills on the
one hand, and expanded at the same time by new and piquant dis
covenes in the expressiveness of colloquial speech. The Latin of
humanist and scholar of course loses its remoteness by the same
proeess, and begins to bristle with strange words picked up from
Plautus, or Greek, or medieval Latin, or the living languages.

To discuss the interesting results in the style of seventeenth-
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centllry prose thot followcd this gcneral prcvalence of the hedge
breaking custom would require a separate essay, perhaps a volume.
We must proceed l1cre rnt:rcly to point out that there was a more
specific way in which Anti-Ciceronianism aided the process of Icvd
ing and the transference of the qualities of Latin prose to the various
vcrnaculars, namely, through the character of its preferred Latin
~odels.. The Ciceronian style cannot he reproduced in English, or
mdeed m any.modern language. The ligatures of its comprehensive
pe~iod are not found in the syntax of an uninflected tongue; and the
artIfices necessary to supply theil function must produce either fan
tastic distortion or insufferable bombast. This is true after all the
~xperim~nts of four centuries in quest of formal beauty. Ccltainly
m the SIxteenth ccntury no modern speech had dcveloped an art of
prose adequate to the imitation of so difficult a model, and the be"
that .any of t~en: coul~ do was to reproduce. the oratorical style of

. medIeval Lalm, In whIch only the ornaments and the simpler ele-
ments of the form of the Ciceronian pattern are employed for the pur
pose of formal beauty. That these could .indeed bc transferred with
some success into vernacular fonns of style had been proved in Spain
and England, and even in Italy and France; but it was evident that
none of the varieties of estilo e"lto developed by this process was ade
quate to serve as a vehicle for the advancing thought of the new agc
?r to poriray the actualities of any real world. No oratorical prose,
mde~d, whether based on the pur~ Ciceronian, or on the derivcd
medIeval, pattern, could serve for tlus purpose. As long as these were
the prefcrred models a normal form of French or English prose could
not appear.

But Seneca is easy. There is nothing in his syntax that could
prove a bar to the expression of the ideas of a keen-minded critic
of t~c ~nd of the. sixteenth century concerning the moral experience
~f 1115 tImes or hlInself; on the contrary, the brevity of his construc
tions, the resolved nnd an:llytic character of his sentences would
provi.de s~ch a writer with a mold exactly adapted to the cJ;aracter
9f Ius mmd and the state of his language. Tacitus, of course, is
hardcr reading; but the kind of difficulty that hc offers would prove
to be no more than a welcome stimulus and challenge to the trained
wits of rationalists like Lipsius, Bacon, Malvezzi, Gracian, and Bal
zac. In brief, ancient Anti-Ciccronianism worked in a resolved style,
and the perfect success with which its manner was transferred to
French, It~lian, Spanish, and English style during the early seven-
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teenth century is proof of its fitness to serve as the model on which
a standard modern prose could be fonned.

Finally, it is to be observed that the e~uilibrium between the
languages determincs the sources from \~hlch the student of the
Anti-Ciceronian movement must draw hIS knowledge of contem·
poraly opinion. He must learn to disregard linguistic boundary
lines. He must use the Latin discussions of contemporary and an
cient Latin style, discussions in Latin of contemporary vernacular
style-and these are frequent until the middle of the seventeenth
century-and of course, more and more as time goes on, discussions
of vcrnacular tendencies in the vernacular; and he must learn that
all of these arc of equal value. It has alrcady becn seen that the
beginnings of the movement were in humanistic Latin prose, in the
works of Erasmus, Mure!, Lipsius; and naturally the theory and
criticism of it are found in the same place. But it is somewhat
surprising to discover that a whole generation after the ba1a?~c.s have
tipped in favor of the literary use of t~e vernacular, CII.tlclsm .of
\'crllacular tendencies in prose·style contmues to appear III Latm.
Descartes, for instance, writes to Balzac in Latin an illuminating
letter concernino the French style of the time, and Bacon was cer
tainly thinking gf English, French, and Italian style ~n the par~graph
concernino recent prose which he added to hls Latlll translatIOn of
the Adva1~ce1lle11t of Learn11'lg in 1622. The student must learn, in
short that as far as style is concerned there was no difference in the
",ind of this period between L~lin prose, on the one hand, and Eng
lish, French, Italian, or Spamsh, on the other: LIPSIlIS Writes to
i\[ontaigne of his style, after reading his first volume of Essais, in
similar terms to those he had used in writing at an earlier date to
Murct of his new manner of writing.a

Nor arc these facts valuable only as indicating a mcthod of study.
Thcy are of first-rate importance in the history of the nl.OVCll1cnt
ilself as showing that in the minds of most of its leaders it was in
1110 classical and not in the popular tradition. On this point thcre
can be no question. Even when the custom of writing prose in the
native languages had become very common, as it did during the
dccades '590--16,0, most of those who fell in with the new tendency
felt that they were following in the train. of Politian, Erasmus, an.d
Murct, and ultimatcly of Seneca and TaCitus. They thought of thm
vernacular style as having come over to them f~om the Latin .of ~he

humanists or as directly derived from the Latm style of antIqUity;
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alld ,fll'\' Sl'l'lIl IIslially 1\1 !I,I\'C hl'l'l1 lIIJ:1\V:II'C of :lily rdalion, dtllcr
or 0Pl'0'Silioll or (.'\'ohlliOll, ,,villt the V<:fllilcuillf prose of the pre
ceding age,

The only very ilnportanr exception to this gencral rule is to bc
found in l.he critical utterances of Montnignc ~nd of ccrtnin writers;
Iikc Pasquier, for instance, who were directly influenced by him.
Montaigne was well read in thc vemacular literature of the sixteenth
century and even of an earlier pcriod; and he was too humane a critic
of life to pass by the true mirrors of his age without studying his
own featurcs in them too, even though his grand cnthusiasms are
all for certain of the ancients. His criticisms, it is truc, arc too few
and incxplicit to bc satisfying; but they tcnd to show thot hc regarded
thc ornatc prosc and poetry of the past age with somcthing of the
same contcmpt that hc felt for Bembo and other Ciceronianizing
Latinists. We wish that he had been more dcfinite in telling us why
he scomed Guevara's famous Golden Book;1 but we may be rea
sonably certain that the poverty of their content and the richness of
their stylistic ornament were equal causes of his distaste. We should
like to bc certain too that he is thinking of the Spanish prosaists and
thc style of Guevara and Mexia when he speaks of "l'affcctation et
la rcchcrche des fantastiques elevations espagnoles et petrarchistes";'
for the association of Petrarchanism in verse and thc estilo culto of
Guevara and Lyly in prose as two similar manifestations of the
mcdieval love of rhctoric would be exactly wl'at we should cxpect
in an Anti·Ciceronian and rationalist like Montaigne. But the pas
sage as a whole does not permit us to say with certainty that he was
thinking of Spanish prose, and we must be content to know that he
did actually dislike both these kinds of vernacular. writing. The
franche naviete of Froissart was, On the other hand, wholly to his
taste, and if he seems not to understand the real importancc of
Rabelais he at least enjoyed him."

Bacon

BACOli AND TACITUs

There is only one other author of nearly equal importance with
Lipsiu·s and Montaigne in the history of the establishment of the
Attic tradition-Francis Bacon. He was not quite the first professed
Anti-Ciceronian in England. Thomas Nashe and Gabriel Harvey

:\'1'1'1(1 PHOSH: T.l1'Sll1S, l\·ION'J'Al<:NH, llACt)N 1.1

IJIJlkl'Itll1k II vigol'OII:i <lltllck during ,he..' lIin(.'tics ~1~.lillSt hOI~' (~;l'l'ro'
ni;1I1 Latin and the ornate vcmacubr style of LyJy mHI hIS school,

ch of them sceking an escapc from formalism through the mcthod
~f cxtravngrmce ~lld licentious freedom of style; and there nrc ll:·
teresting similarities between their efforts and those of some C~ntl-

tal "libertines" of the same period. But neither of these wntcrs
h~d philosophy or authority enough to lead his age, and their attac~
on tradition was soon lost sight of in the great success of Bacon s
more imposing offensive movement.

As a historian, Bacon offers useful aid to the student of pro.se
style. In a passage in the Advancement ~f Lea~in~ (m?st of which
11'", probably written some years before '~S publIcatIOn ": 160;), he
has skctched the history of the C,ceroman c~lt and descnbed tI.lC
rauses that produced it. He is perhaps foll~wmg a ~au.lty sket~h m
one of Murct's orations (delivered at Rome In 1575, m mtroducmg a
course in JuvenaJ): but his account is so much more complete a~d
rorrect that it may be considered the first attempt to plac~ the RenaI~
sancC in histodcal perspective.-Should we add .that hIS succcss IS

a sign that the Renaissance has already passed o~ 's passmg? Perh~ps
so-Ciceronianism is his illustration of that dIStemper of learnmg
uwhen words are valued more than matter"; its origin, he finds, was
in the excessive zeal of the scholars of the sixteenth cell t~r)' for a~
exact knowlcdge of the words of antiquity, and he attnbutes tillS

in turn-acutely enough but not altogether correctly-to the cont:o
vcrsial needs created by the Reformation, and the scarch for authonty
among the Fathers of the Church. He quotes a joke from Erasn~us'
Ciceronianus names as leading Ciceronians since Erasmus' time
Ascham and 'Car, the Protestant German humanist Sturm, and thc
"Portugal bishop Osorius". (the latest c~emp!ar of the pure. cult),
describes their style with hlS usual analytlc skJI~, an~ closes Wit? t?e
striking statC'ment, which perhaps is duc to lllnt!t It,: E~;lsn~,lIs dm
logue, that if he should have to choose"between thc ~vc,ght of :he
scholastic philosophers and the "copie of the rhetoncal humamsts
he would take the former.

The words of this passage are probably familiar ~o mo.'t literary
scholars· but this is not true of the supplement to It whIch Bacon
added ;'hen his work was translated into Latin and published as
De Augmentis Scientiarum in 1622. The new passage provides a
fairly exact measure of the amount of ~ater th~t has run under
the bridge in three or four decades of hterary hIStOry, and has an
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-additonal interest as rin illustration of a new kind of curiosity, in
the men of this generation, which enables them to turn upon them
selves and recognize their own changes of taste and temper. Their
perception of historical perspectives has made them more observant
of change and progress in their own world; a new intelligence is
emerging from the methods of skeptical inquiry taught by Petrarch,
Erasmus, and Montaigne. In translation, Bacon's words are as fol
lows:

IISomcwhat sounder is another form of style,-yet neither is
it innocent of some vain shows,-which is likely to follow in
time upon this copious and luxuriant oratorical manner. It con· .
sists wholly in this: that the words be sharp and pointed; sen
tences conciseclj a style in short that may be called 'turned'
rather than fused. 'Whence it happens that everything dealt
with by this kind of art seems rather ingenious than lofty. Sueh
a style is found in Seneca very freely used, in Tacitus and the
younger Pliny more moderately; and it is beginni1~g to suit the.
ears of Ollr age as never before, And indeed it is pleasant to
subtle a.nd low-ranging minds (for by means of it they conciliate
the honor due to letters); however better-trained judgments
disapprove it; and it may be looked upon as a distemper of
learning, in as far as it is accompanied by a taste for mere words
and their condrmity."

This p:lssngc tells ndll1irably wl):!t the Anti-Ciccconhlll movement
is, and how it arose. It describes the form of the new style, and
provides a motive for its rapid diffusion at the beginning of the
sev~nteenth century. Not only this, however; it also establishes lh"
parnllcl between this contemporary Anti·Ciceronianism and that of
the IIrst century, hoth in thl: (:lwnlclcr of its style :llld in its rclHtioll i
to the oratorical prose of the preceding century. The only point we .
miss is that Bacon docs not dearly say that the new tendency is due
to [Ictual imitation of the ancicntsj and this defect is easily accounted
for by Bacon's unwillingness to admit the effective survival of the
principle of imitation and authority either in himself or his age; it
is of a piece with the unfortunate, and sometimes mean, reticence he
displays concerning his Own great obligations to intellectual masters
of the ancient and modern worlds.

And in fact, notwithstanding the apparent cool detachment of his
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. . .. Bacon knows very well that he is hcre describing his own
,ntIClsm, . I' . f tl c
st Je. He has left sufficient evidence U1 115 own utterance:; 0 1

Yth of his secretary's statement that Tacitus, Cxsar, and Seneca
~:'~re his favorite authors, and that the order o~ his preference wa~
Ihat in which these three names are here mentIOned, Nor have th~
critics required the aid of such statements; the resemblance of

lJ. 's style to that of his masters has often been obsen'ed by them.
,Kon fI d'

The praise he bestows on Seneca's styl~, says. one 0 t lem, a 'pSllJll
Verulmni"'" ha"d jJll11lerito detorq,~er, pOSSlI, ~e :,'as attract~d tdSeaeca and Tacitus, this writer eontmues, by kmshlp of talent, an.
it was in the assiduous reading of these authors that he cultIvated IllS
laS Ie for a style of acute and conde,,:,sed brevity, ornamented, at the
$Orne time, with the riches of rhetonc and an almost poetIC splendor

of words." 1
Hall' are we to account then for the derogatory, or at I:ast ba anC-

. tone of the passage we have J'ust quoted? Properly mterpreted,
mg, . f B 'it may serve as an aid to a more exact descriptIOn a aeon s tastes
and Ihe character of his literary influence t~1an has yet. been at
lcmpted or to a correction of some misconceptIons concemmg them.
It has b~en the custom to place Seneca £rst ~mong Bacon's models
and favorites but this is an error. When hiS words are ca~efully
examined, it 'is apparent that what he ~ays in discom~cn.datlOn ~~.
thc style 'Ifrcely used" by Seneca is all dIrected toward vaI.n S!10W~
and vr.rb<11 ornnmcnt, the samC fault of undue love of con,cmmty, m
short which was a cause of the revolt against Cicero 5 form of
rhct~rk. This is sOlllcwl1at puzzling, especially in view. or. the f:lct
that Seneca himself had made curr~nt among Antl-Clccronwn,
,rities the phrases they habitually used ,to exp~ess their c?ntempt for
the sensuoUS beauty of the balanced Ciceronian phrase: 1I0",om,,
mell/lllll virile c01'lcinnitns, and so forth. But the rcaoer of Seneca
can reconcile the contr~diction. For thilt very lilcrnry <lnd rhcloric:d
essayist customarily framed his antitheses and nrgJl.tix in a b:.lhmccu
iarm Jifferent indced from that of the copious oratoricol sl)'le, but
yet :apable of becoming almost os tr:ll1;parently artificial. At lIS best
an excellent literary form for the msmu~tlOn. of subtle shades of
thouoht and fine distinctions, at its worst It 15 mdeed no more than
Ijl11cr~ words and their concinnity.1l And it must be added that. B.nco~l
h~lS in mind the imitators of Seneca more than SCllec~ hlInsclf:
almost certainly Lipsius' Latinity; probabl~. the English style of
lJishop Hall's Epistles and other moral wntmgs; perhaps also the
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SCIH'C,lI1 1l11111l1('r 01' a 11111111>(.'1' or Ellglish (.'s:myisls wlto had Wdllt'H
sinc(.~ his 0\\'11 first volulIIe of 1597, All these writers had shown how
easily the imitation 'of Seneca could dcsecnd to verbal ingenuity or
merc pun on occasions when the idea was not worthy of the artificc
bestowed upon it. '

The faults of Tacitus and his imitators were dear enough to
-seventeenth-century critics; but they did not run in this direction.
Obscurity, enigma, contortion are not qualities of style that comport
with concinnity and the study of the abstract charm of words. Evi- i

dently Bacon is drawing a vertical line of distinction down through :
the area of Anti-Ciceronianism in addition to the other transverse '
line that divides it as a whole from the Ciceronian types of prost'; :
and whcn this is observed and confirmed by a refcrence to tIle I
qualities of his own style, his litcrary comments and judgnlt'nlS :
throughout his works become more consistent. It becomes clear that i
he has not expressed anywhere a positive approval of Seneca's i
subject-matter ,or style, though he refers to his lcttcrs as a model for i
the new essay-form and citcs his father as skilful in antithescs. '
But on the contrary hc has directly praised Tacitus in a private letter
to Sir Fulke Greville, as "the first of historians," and again, in th,
Temporis Part"s Masc"l"s, with the characteristic emphasis of his
laconic style: "Many like thc mornl doctrines of Aristotle and Plato;
but of Tacitus it may be said that he utters the very morals of life
itself/'ll The former of thcsc passages is worthy of a careful can
sideration.12 He says that history is of most use for those who wish i
to know only humanity, and continues: IIFor pocts, I can commenq ,I
none, being resolved to be ever a stranger to them. Of orators, if I I
must choose any, it shall be Demosthenes, both for ,the argument
he handles, and for that his eloquence is more proper for a statesman !
than Cicero's. Of all'stories, I think Tacitus simply the best; Livy
very good; Thucydides above any of the writers of Greek matters."
In every respect this is a characteristic Anti-Ciceronian utterance:
in its rejection of poetry from useful studies, in its preference of
Tacitus to Livy (along with which goes a liking for Thucydides),
and in its contemptuous treatment of oratory, partly veiled by the'
exaltation of Demosthenes above Cicero. Finally, it is to be noted
that the extraordinary enthusiasm of the writer for history-which,
virtually means politicS when connected with the influence of Tacitus
-associates him with a particular phase of the Anti-Ciceronian com'
plex which had already declared itself in the programs of Muret and
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section of the Advancement of Learning in which he spea ,s WIt lott
ualification of Cicero as the first, or second, of ?rat?", Livy as t le! t f historians Virgil and Varro as first ill the" kInds of all those
k~o\~n to men. But the apparent conflict only giv~s us the opportu-
't to note a fact that every student of one subject must take ac

,\I Y t of, that the Anti-Ciceronian critics, even the boldcst of them,
roun . ' . ' h d' . and
alwa s keep an Augustan and CIceronian art a 0:'Y III reserve,
<venYMontaigne will admit that if an abstract hterary e~cellen~e,
. I> endent of the practical and moral uses of the works III whIch
~~~se~lisplnycd, be the b<\sis of one's judgment, the Augllsln n ngc und
the ages that resemble it are on a higher plane than any ot?ers. It
is sometimes necessary to surprise thenl in the more confidential ton.c
of letters and casual notes in order to discover the full range of theIr

heterodoxy. T .
In Bacon's case the frequency of his quotation from aCltus may

be accepted as evidence of his preference of that author to all others;
for an acquaintance with Tacitus was not in that age to be taken for
granted' nor was the citation of his difficult phrases a lllerary can
vc'ntion: as was that of the Scnccan "sentences," On. the. c?~tr~ry,
it WIlS the mllrk of i.1I1 individual taste or n peculIar Im,tl:1tlO~.

. Bacon's inITuence, like his own prose-style, can best be cxplm.ned 111

terms of his admiration and imitation of Tacitus; and tl~e pomt has
had to be elaborated at some length for the reason that It has a s?e
cial bearing upon the developmcnt of seventeenth-century Engl.sh
style. The other models of Anti-Ciceronian prose were ~~re~~y known
to Englishmen: Hall and the lc~ter-writers ~er~ famlha:lzl~g the~
with the Scnccan manner of LipslUs, and the IntImate whImSIcal veIn
of Montaigne was beginning to be domesticated in t?ei: own .pr?se.
from these sources they could lcnrn most of what Ant.I.CIl'C~Ol1la~ISm
had to teach concerning the expression of acute WIt by mgenIOus
rhetoric. But the desire for wit and ingenuity ~as only one. phase
of seventcenth-century taste. Combined with It was a deSIre for
ceremonious dignity, an ideal of deliberate and grave demeanor,
which was partly, nO doubt, an inheritance from the courtly past,
but was modified and indeed largely created by the profound moral
experience which the new age was undergoi~g. A prose-style t~at
should adequately express this age must contn"e, therefore, to mm
gle elements that in any other period would appear oddly contrasted.

1\IOnt\lS \V. OHI}L1. -I (j



It must b~ ~t once ingenious and lofty, intense yet also profound;
acute, ~eahstlc, revealIng, ~ut at the same time somewhat grave and
mystenous. It must have In short that curious sublimity which is
felt in the painting of El Greco, in the sermons and letters of Donne
and in certain sculptures of Bernini. '

Seneca-its favorite author-might suggest the ideal manner: but
he was too superficial, too familiar, to furnish a complete inodel of
it. Lucan's nodosity and rhetorical pomp served better as a guide
to the poets: and Tacitus, if he had not been too difficult (and indeed
too novel, for he had not been widely lead in the sixteenth century)
would have been the usual exemplar of English prose-style_ Bacon's
!l"eat ~ervice to E~glish prose was that he naturalized a style in which
Ingemous obseunty and acute significance are the appropriate garb
of the mysteries of empire: and by means of his example the Taci
tean strain became familiar to many English writers who were not
sufficiently trained in Tacitus himself to imitate his style directly."

SCIENCB AND SEVENTEENTH CENTURY PROSE

B.eside~ dom~sticating ~he style of Tacitus in English prose, Bacon
aided In vanous teehmeal ways which cannot be described here in
the formulatipn of a new rhetorical program." But of course his
greatest service to the prose movement of his time was not directly
and expressly a literary one. It is to be found in his contributions
to the great intellectual movement of which Anti-Ciceronianism is
but the rhetorical and literary expression.

The progrejS of rationalism during the sixteenth century had been
rapid, and it had been increasingly so as the century drew to an end.
But the c~mplete triumph which.it was to obtain was still adjourned
by a partIal lack of cooperation among its leaders in .the various
fields of intellectual endeavor. Many of them were specialists, of
course, who failed to understand as clearly as the defenders of

. ort~odoxy in the universities and courts did how closely their various
subjects were related to one another in the general interests of prog
ress. Cujas and Alciati, for instance, were jurists; Ramus' studies
ranged widely, but he impressed himself on his age as a looician;
~o~taigne was a moralist pure and simple; and though Mur~t and
LIP.Slus were both fully aware of the revolutionary implications in
theIr methods of study, th~y were daunted by the formidable front
of orthodoxy. Intellectually free, they were involved in practical

relations with the powers of conservatism which compelled them to
protect themselves by disingenuous compromises and a shocking
Machiavellianism. Of course their hesitations and concealments
\l'ere only the usual marks of all movements of radicalism and inno
vation; a forward tendency never presents as solid a front as the
established system that it is bound to conRict with, because its aims.
arc partly concealed in the future, and no one can tell how the vari
ous elements that cooperate in it will relate and adjust themselves
in the final settlement. But reformers had more than the usual rea
sons for fear and vacillation in the sixteenth century because the or
thodoxies of all kinds, religious, political, intellectual, and literary,
were more than usually aware at that time of the community of their
interests and more eLFectivelv united in self-defcnse. What was
needed at the end of the century was such an appraisement of the
situation as would give an equal consciousness of their common aims,
an equal clearness of purpose, to the champions of the more pro
gressive and positive modes of thought.

This was the most importan t part of the task undertaken by
Ihcon in the Advancement of Leaming and the Nov"", Organ"",.
It is now generally recognized that the materials of which these
works were made were most of them old and fam.iliari many of them
had even been worked up by his predecessors into "Imost the form
in which Bacon used them. Aristoteliullism, medieval scholasticism,
BartholUsm, Platonism, Ciccl:oninnism, Euphuism, and wh:llcvcr
otller shadowy phantoms of rcnlity had haunted the Rcnnissnllce, had
.drL'ady been scn:rally exposed to the criticism of reason. But Rlcon
gathered them all together within the limits of a single survey, and
r<Jl'cred them all over with one narrow hic jncet. After that they
were as pnllid nnd ridiculous <'IS ghosts astray in thc opcn daylight,
thcy could no longer frighten anyone.

But that WflS not all I!wt he did l"l)f the IlL'W r.lIiollalism. He put
dlC vigorous new natural sciences of his age at the center of all his
prlljccts for the pl'Ogress of knowledge. The program of education
announced by Muret and elaborated by Lipsius included only the
t\l'O branehes of moral philosophy (the sapientin, or private morality,
,J the ancient Stoics and Peripatetics, and the prudentin, or worldly
wisdom, which they studied in Tacitus, Machiavelli, and other an·
cient and modern politicians), with the rhetoric appropriate to them.._
The dIeet of Bacon's writings was to put natural science in a definite \
pbce in this program,-not the first place, it is true, because the \

10 I

'9.\TTIC PROSE: LIPSIUS, l\-IONTAIGNE, nACONMORRIS W. CJl0LL18



Cl'llfury tltll hl'g:1I1 widl 1\ Iontaignc nnd cnded with La Bruyere and
Halifax "':IS allol'e al/ d,e the ccnlury of mom' philosophy,-but
yet in a recognized position of authority, from \.vhich it ('auld exer- .
dsc a con~tant j~1Rl1cnce lipan the moral researches of the age by
clarifying, illustrating, drGning thcir mcthod of proccdure. Tl.is
modihration hod such important literary effccts that it must not be
passed over here with a mere mention.

The method introduccd by Lipsius and Montoigne in the study
of the moral situation of their time was in fact the method of sei
ence. It docs not appear that these philosophers thought of it in that
way, or were in any profound way affected by the scientific studies I
that preceded Bacon's work: their intellectual houses were without
windows, or had very narrow ones. But they were compelled by the
impulse of their positivistic purposcs to adopt the same method of
experiment and induction in their own subjects that has since pro
duced such astounding results in natural science. These philosophers
were in revolt, not only against the medieval forms of thought, as
they are often said to have been, but also against the aims of the
Renaissance itself as they lJad chiefly displayed themselves hitherto.
For the effort of their own century had becn devoted, exactly like
that of the more remote past, chieHy to the rearing of conspicuous
philosophic constructions which had no foundations in immediate
observation or cxperienc~. liMen have despised," said Bacon, flto be /..
conservnnt in ordinary and common matters ... ; but contrariwise ~

they have compounded scienccs chiefly of a certain resplendent or '
lustrous matter, chosen either to give glory to the subtlcty of disputa
tions or to tbe eloquence of discourses."" They themselves took the
humbler task of searching these glorious Houses of Pride to thcir
sandy foundations. Nor did they prctend to raisc other constructions
in their stead, except only such modest shelters as would serve their
immediate moral needs. To be conversant in ordinary and. common
matters was tlleir only hoast. To distinguish the facts of moral expe
rience with critical and inquiring eyes, to record their observations
with the acuteness and exactness of the new literary style they had
devised for this purpose, this was an intellectual exercise well
adapted to their subtle wits; and it was a task moreover that afforded
them the thrill of novel adventure. In short, the intellectual pregram
of the seventeenth century was the scientific work of moral observa
tion and delineation; and Montaigne's avowal of his purpose to por
tray for the first time~xactly what the thing is that goes by the name
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of a m:lll is echoed ~lt the other end of the centllry with only a slight
difl'erence of tone, in La Bruyere's truly scientific program, lithe
I .. f "i cscnp!wn 0 man.

Bacon therefore did not have to teach the method of science to
ti,e moralists of his age; for they had already learned it. But the
Ilew studies in natural history which Bacon helped to make poplilar
lI'ere of grcat aid to them in their own work, because it trained
t"elll, and of course their audiences too, in the habit of exact ob
servation, sharp definition, and clear classification which were neces~

Inry for their purpose. Bacon himself provides an excellent ilIustra
lion of seienti6c method in the realm of mornI obscrvntion; for the
aphorisms, Autithela, fltopics," Ilcolours of good and evil," etc., from
which, ns from a spinncr's bottom, he says, he unwound the thread
of his essays, arc pieces of scientific apparatus used in a moralist's
workshop. They are the notes he has taken at the moment when the
l'xperiment was on and observation was keenest and then allocated,
b)' a rough-and-ready scheme of classification, among certain head
ings and sllb-beadings which will make them available for future
reference. To enumerate the worKs of seventeenth~ccnturymorality
t"at were composed by this method would be tedious: Descartes'
Meditations} Wotton's Aphorisms of Ed1tcatioH, and countless other
works display the method in their form; and it is but slightly veiled
b), a more elaborate manner in Browne's Religio Medici; Pascal, La
Bru)'ere, Temple, and Halifax all employed it.

To distinguish rhetorical from intellectual process in the wrilings
(If profcssed naturalists is to divide between the bark and the tree:
"hotel'er the motions of their minds, they will betray themselves in
I"eir style. But some of the results of the addition of science to
the intcllectual program may be traced most clearly in the history
of prose-style. They are chiefly of two oppOSite kinds, which hnally
callie intll opcn conflict in the second half of the century. At hrst
th~ natural sciences tended to give greater imaginative range and
freedom to the new Attic prose. We may observe this phenomenon
most dearly in the Writings of certain professed men of science who
became literary men and stylists through an interesting blending
ill their thought of the ideas of Bacon and Montaigne, students of
medicine especially, like Sir Thomas Browne and Robert Burton
or the Parisian doctor Cui Patin, who bring into new and curious
relations the results of their physical explorations of man's nature
and the moral speculations of their time. Essentiany moralists, as



Conclusion

Muret, Lipsius, Montaigne, and ,Bacon, though the period of their
collective activity covers three-quarters of a century, belong to a
single generation in the development of Renaissance culture) the
generation in which modern rationalism definitelv declared itsclf as
the doctrine of the future, and the ne\v, the Anti-Ciceronian, form
of prose-style assumed its place in the world of letters. But Muret
belongs at the beginning of this generation; he is partly the pioneer,

all men of their age were, they were able to add to the common
stock of ideas and images a wealth of curious detail derived from
their professional pursuits and their knowledge of unfamiliar facts.
The courageous skepticism of the new kind of morality and the
rhetorical audacity that accompanied it appealed equally to their
tastes; and they contributed in their turn out of their mastery of
physiological research to the effects of curiosity and novelty on which
so much of the success of the ne\)' prose depended. In two writers
in which we may fairly describe the union of scientific and moral
interest as perfect and equal-in Sir Thomas Browne and Pascal,
we may observe at their highest development the powers of intellec
tual imagination which might be ba:m of this union,

As the century advanced, however) it became apparent that science
was not to remJin on the side of poetry and the imagination; on the
contrary, it allied itself more and more closcly with the movement
for clarity and commOn sense which was gathering strength from so
many different sources. A well-known pronunciamento of the Royal
Society in England expressly dissociated the literary aims of that
scientific body from the rhetoric of Bacon and aligned them with
the new ti.lsle for n plajn (IntI clear style. At the snme time) in Fmnce,
the inOuencc of Descarles was ornc1ualll' makino itself felt even

" "Jmong thosc who were not nt all' willing to accept his philosophy:
imagination began to be a word of derision; Malebranche taught an
almost geometrical lise of rC~lson ns n corrective of its evil influence;
the teachers of Port Roval found in looic the way to a Christian. "plainness and purity of style; and the quality that distinguishes the
style of La Bruyere, and even the nobler language of Pascal, is a
strictly scientific precision rather than those occasional, and as it ,vere
necidcntnl, triumphs of rcvcbtion which arc effected by an ambitious
imagination or u roving fancy.
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rtly the founder of its intellectual program. The three philosophers
;~: have considered in the preceding pages lived in the full. Hower

f 'ts cnreer when its conHict with the forces of the past was v!rtualJ
~v~r Ratio~alism had now won its victory, and displayed that ten 
ency to divide into various schools or phases which always a?pe~rs
when a general idea mingles with the several elements of a vaned m-
tcllectuallife and takes different color from ~a.ch o~ them. .

In this phase of its history Attic prose dIV1des mto the ~hree mam
forms or erhaps we should call them merely tenden:!es towa:d
d'stin~t foYms which displayed themselves more consp1cuously m
t~e oeneratio; that followed, and can even be distinguished, tho~gh
\'ss ~learly in the "classical" prose which developed in a succee.dmg
;cncration) ant of seventeenth-century Attic. Lipsius) Montalg~c)
and Bacon each represents one of these three forms or tendenCies,
and the discussion of their ideas has perhaps made clear what th~y
arc. A specific statement will serve, however, to make nlore definite
what has already been said of them.

I. First in order of importance is a tendency due to the prevalt;nce
of Stoic philosophy. The prose in which this tende~cy IS mamfes~
enn hest be known as prose of the Stoic model. Senecan prose
would be morc Jefmitl'; but it would sometimcs include too ~1~c1.1,
and on the other hand it would fail to in,lieate the full scope .of StOIC
imitation. Lipsius is as clearly the founder of th!s style; os he IS of the
Nco-Stoic philosophy which usually aecompamed 1t m the r"'t half
of the een tury.

II. To the student of events beyond the limits of the; seven~~?nth
century, a tendency in style associated ,,:ith the: skeptlc~1 or hber
tine" thought of that century and espec1ally WltI: the mHuel;ce of
l\1ontaignc, would seem wort~.Y. of. t~e "first place 111 orde~ of lluyor
tunec. This we C'lI1 only caU lthertlllc prose, whcth~r "\c con~Hdcr
its philosophical implications or its rhetoric;}l theOrIes ~lI:d f~rm.
The groundwork of this style !s the Sencea;, ~attern, wlllch IS so
much marc apparent in the StOle model; but It 31Ins at freedom, and
chooses several other writers, ancient and modern, as the models by
which it seeltS, through the method of imitation, to escape. from the
method of imitation. Rabelais is the chief of these. Monta1gnc adds
the taste for Plutarch's essays; and the form of Montaignc's own
style, from 1'600 onward, ming~e:s with that of. Ra~elais' in ~lmost
equal proportions in the prevallmg forms of hbertme style 111 the
seventeenth century.
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111. Ne..'xt 10 tllc5C in the..' f;lVor of thc agc was the prose..! or ;rpo1ili~

cians" and students of IIprudcntiaI wisdom": Bacon, Malvczzi,
Gracian, Grotius, and a host of others, who get their rhetorical and
often their political ideas chiefly from Tacitus.

To these three major forms must be addcd a tendency which can
not bc scparated from any of them, but manifests itself everywhere
as the peculiar mark of the genius of the seventeenth century, a
tendency observablc in writers as normal as Bacon, Browne, and Bal
zac, bnt apparent in its full effiorescence in the letters of Donne, the
essays of Gracian and Malvezzi and many of their fellow country
men, the histories of Pierre Mathieu, and many similar works. For
this tendency there is unfortunately no convenient namc in English.
"Metaphysical" is even a less happy term to describe the kinds of
prose in which it appears than the related kinds of poetry; and thcre
seems to be no possibility of making a practicable adjcctive or noun
in English from the continental terms concettis1l10, etc. It may be
known as the uprose of ilhaginative conceit" in order that we may
keep in line with the terms of current criticism. But I am tempted
to make the bold innovation of calling it "the baroque style" in
prose; for no other term will so exactly describe its characteristic
qualities.

In the three forms enumerated above (with due regard to the
cOllcettistic tendency in each of them) may be ranged all the Attic
prosc of the century from '575 to ,675, and that is to say all it's
charactcristic prose, except the writings of one or two great indi
vidualists 'who escape thc inilucncc of their timc; .md it is upon d.le
lincs laid down in this classification that the further study of seven
teenth-century prose:style must be conducted. What is now neces
sary is a thorough survey of Stoic prose, libertine prose, and Tacitean
prose separately, each treated with reference to its philosophical
theory, its preferred models in antiquity and modcrn times, its rcla·
tion to the culture of the age, and its rhetorical forms. Only the out
lines of such a sun1ey can be suggested, of course, in the study of
individual anthors,-even of such representative and influential
leaders as Muret, Lipsius, Montaigne, and Bacon.

I
I
i

NOTES

1. 1,40 (Consideration sur Cieeron).
2. Ibid.
3. The change of Montaigne from Stoicism to Libcrtinism .is \vcll treated

in Strowski's work on him and also in his De Montmgne a Pascal,
vol. 1. Professor Villey's Les Sources et rEvolution des Essais provides
the exact details necessary.

+ 11/, 6 (Des Caches), ncar the beginning.
5. IV1any intc!"esring points concerning the relation of the \'ernacul~r lan

guages and Latin in the sixteenth ccntury are brought out by Clement
in his work on Henri Estienne (Paris, 1899), pp. I97M304 and clscM

where.
6. Lipsius to Montaigne, '589, Epp. Misc. Cent. I (first published in

'590)' Sec also the correspondence between Mlle. de Gournay and
Lipsius of the same year, in which the lady writes in French, the
savant in Latin; yet the style is of the same mould. Concerning this
correspondence see Bonnefon, Montaiglle et ses Amis, II, 334.352.

7. I, 48 (Des Destries).
8. II, 10 (Des Livres).
9. Sec Villey, Les S011rees et 1'f!:voI1Ition, 1,,204.

10. Sec P. Jacquinet, Fra1Jc1sei Baconi de re litteraria judicia, Paris, 1863,
pp. 98 IF.

I I. Aristotelis et Platonis moralia pleriqlle admiranti sed Tacitus magis
vivas morut/1 observationes spirat. Spedding ed. (1870), III, 538.

12. I accept Spedding's suggested attribution of this letter to the hnnd of
Bacon, though it was sent in the name of Essex. It sC'ems to me im
possible that Es:;ex should h3vc been so familiar with the ncw trend
of thought and studies in the nineties as the writer shows himself
to be.

13. On the Iisublimity" of Tl.lcitus, sec un interesting passage in La Mothe
Ic Vayer, J-uge11lens Sllr HistOl"iens, ,"Vorks (1685), III, 208: IISon
genrc d'ccrifc grave (ctc.)."

14. To avoid repetition I have omitted several points concerning Bacon's
rhetorical theory which nrc more or less developed in the essay on
1fI\1uret and Attic Prose" mentioned above. !vlost important of these
perhaps is Bacon's constant dependence upon Aristotle's R11etorie
often a peculinr sign of Anti~Ciceronian intention, There is need of
a thorough and complete study of Bacon's rhetorical teachings.

15. Adv. of Learning, II (Works, Spedding cd., ,870, III, 418).
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~

The Baroque Style In Prose

1. Introduction

In the latter years of the sixteenth century a change declared itself
in the purposes and forms of the arts of Western Europe for which
it is hard to find a satisfactory name. One would like to describe
it, because of some interesting pumHcls with a later movcffi'rnt, as
the first mouern manifestation of the Romantic Spiriti and it did,
ill fact, arise out of a revolt against the classicism of the high Rcnais~

sanee. But the terms IIromantic" and "classical" acc both perplexing
and unphilosophical; and their use should not be extended. It would
be much clearer and more exact to describe the change in question
as a radical effort to adapt traditional modes and forms of expression
to the uses of a self-conscious modernism; and thc style that it. pro
duced was actually called in several of the arts-notably in architec
ture and prose-writing-the ('modern" or "new" style. But the term
that most conveniently describes it is ('baroque." This term. which
was at first used only in architecture, has lately been extended to
cover the facts that present themselves at the same time in sculpture
and in painting; and it may now properly be used to describe, or

From Kemp Malone and M::trtin B. Ruud, editors, Studies in English Philology
in Honor of Frederic1:. Klaeber (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press),
pp, 427.456. Copyright 1929 by the University of IvHnnesota.
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at least to name, the characteristic modes of expression in all the
arts during a certain period-the period, that is, between the high
Renaissance and the eighteenth century; a period that begins in
the last quarter of the sixteenth century, reaches a culmination at
about "1630, and thcnceforward gradually modifies its eharactcr under
new inBuenccs.

Expressiveness rather than formal beauty was the pretensioll of
the new movement, as it is of every movemcnt that calls itself mod
ern. It disdained complacency, suavity, copiousness, emptiness, ease,
and in avoiding these qualities sometimes obtained effects of con
tortion or obscurity, which it was not always willing to regard as
faults. It preferred the forms that express the energy and labor of
minds seeking the truth, not without dust and heat, to the forms
that express a contented scnse of the enjoyment and possession of
it. In a single word, the motions of souls, not their states of rest,
had become thc themes of art.

The meaning of these antitheses may be easily illustrated in the
history of Venetian painting, which passes, in a period not longer
th;]n one generation, from the self-contained and relatively sym
metrical designs of Titian, through the swirls of Tintoretto, to the
contorted and aspiring lines that make the paintings of EI Greco
so restless and exciting. Poetry mOves in the same wny at :.Jbotlt the
,UIlle time; ano we could metaphorically apply the tcrms by which
we distingUish EI Greco from Titian to the contrast betwccn the
rhythms of Spenser and the Petrarchans, on one hand, and the
rhythms of Donne, on the other, between the style of Ariosro and
the style of Tasso. In the sculptures of Bernini (in his portrait busts
as well as in his more famous and theatrical compositions) we may
again observe how ideas of motion take the place of ideas of rest;
and the operation of this principle is constantly to be observed also
in the school of architecture associated with the same artist's name.
In the fac;ndc of a B.trOclue church, says Geoffrey Scott, I'a move
ment, which in the midst of. a Bramantesque design would be
destructive and repugnant, is turned to account and made the b3sis
of a more dramatic, but not less satisfying treatment~ the motive of
which is not peace, but energy." 1

And finally the change that takes place in the prose style of the
same period-the change, that is, from Ciceronian to Anti-Cice
ronian forms and ideas-is exactly parallel with those that were
occurring in the other arts, and is perhaps more useful to the stu-
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d<"nt of lite h;lfO(jtll' i:npllisc thnn UIlY or the otbers, because it was
1IIOrc self-conscious, morc defInitely theorized by its leaders, ~l11d
m.ore: clearly dcscri.bcd hy its friends nnd foes. In some previous
studICs I have cons!dcrcd the triumph of tile Anti-Ciceronian move
ment at considerable length; but I have been "oncerned chiefly with
the theory of the new style; and my critics have complained, justly,
that I have been too difficult, or even abstract. In the present study
I hope to correct this defect. Its purpose is to describe the for'" of
Ant.i-Ciccronian, or baroque, prose. .

1 here a.'e of course several elements of prose technique: diction,
or the chOIce of words; the choice of figures; the principle of balance
0.' rhythm; the form of the period, or sentence, and in a full descrip
tIOn of baroque prose all of these elements would have to be con
sidered. The last-mentioned of thcm-the form of the period-is,
however, the most important and the determinant of the others'
and this alone is to be the subject of discussion in the following

,_.. pages.
I The Anti-Ciceronian period was sometimes described in the seven
I

l
teen~h .ee?tury as an "exp~o~ed" period; and this metaphor is very
apt If It IS t?ken as desCrIbIng solely its outward appearancc, the

. mere fact of It.' form. For example, here is a period from Sir Henry
Wotton, a typIcal expression of the political craft of the age:

Men must beware of running down steep hills with weighty
bodies; they once in motion, SHO fenmtur pondere; steps nfe
not then voluntary.2

The members of this period stand farther apart one from another
than th~y would in a Ciceronian sentencej there are no syntactic
connectIves between them whatever; and semicolons or colons are
necess~ry to its l'roper punctuation. In fact, it has the appearance
of havIng been dISrupted by an explOSion within.

The metaphor would be false, however, if it should be taken as
describing the manner in which this form has been arrived at. For
it wo~ld me~n t?at ~he ~riter first shaped a round and complete
or~torIcal perIod m hiS mInd and then partly undid his work. And
thIS, of cours~, ~oes not .happ~n. Wotton gave this passage its form,
not by demohsh.Ing a C,ceroman period, but by omitting several of
the steps by whIch roundness and smoothness of composition might
have been attained. He has deli.berately avoided the processes of
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mental revision in order to express his idea when it is ne:lrcr the
point of its origin in his miml. . r •

We must stop for a moment on the word dclthcratdy. fhe negh
gence of the Anti·Ciccronian -masters;" thci: disd3in of revi~ion, t~cir

dependence upon casual .lncll~mcrgcnt deVIces of construction, mIght
sometimes be mistaken for mere indifference to art or contempt of
form; and it is, in fact, true that l\1ontaigne and Burton, even Pascal
and Brownc, arc sometimes Jed by .. dislike of formality into .too
ITcentious a freedom. Yet even theIr extravagances are purpOSIVe,

i and express a creed that is at the same time philosophica.l and ~rti:tic: i
Their purpose was to portray, not a thought, but a mmd thlJlkmgJ
or, in Pascal's words, la peintllTe de la pensee. They knew that an
idea separated from the act of .experienci~g i: is not t.he i?ea tha
was experienced. The ardor of ItS conceptIOn In the mInd IS a nec
essary part of its truth; and unless it can be conveyed to another
mind in something of the form of its occurrence, either it has changed
into some other idea or it has ceased to be an idea, to have any
existence whatever except a verbal one. It was the latter fate that

. happened to it, they believed, in the Ciceronian periods of six-

If teenth-century Latin rhetoricians. The successive processes of revision
to which these periods had been submitted had removed them from

'

reality by just so many steps. For themselves, they preferred to
present the truth of experience in a les~ concoct.ed fo~m, and. de

'. Iiberately chose as the moment of expression that In whl,h the Idea
first clearly objectifies itself in the mind, in which, therefore, each
of its parts still preserves its own peculiar emphnsis and an inde
pendent vigor of its own-in brief, the moment in which truth is
still imagined.

The form of a prose period conceived in such a theory of style
will differ in every feature from that of the conventional period of
an oratorical, or Ciceronian, style; but its most conspicuous differe~ce

il will appear in the way it connects its members or clauses one with
I another. In the period quoted above from Wotton the members are

syntactically wholly free; there 'are no ligatures whatever between
one and another. But there is another type of Anti-Ciceronian pe'
riod, in which the ordinary marks of logical succession-conjunctions,
pronouns, etc,-are usually present, but are of such a kind or are
used in such a way as to bind the members together in a character·
istically loose and casual manner. The difference between the two
types thus described may seem somewhat unimportant; and it is
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tr.u~ tha.t they, run into each ether and cannot always be sharply
dlstmglllshed. [he most representative Anti-Ciceronians, like Mon
ti1i~ne and Browne, use' them both and intermingle them. But at
theIr extremes they arc not only distinguishable; they serve to dis
tinguish ?ifFercnt t~pes, or schools, of seventeenth-century style.
They den~e from dIfferent models, belong to different traditions,
and sometImes define the philosophical affiliations of the authors
who prefer them.

They will be considered here separately; the first we will call, by I

a well-k?own s~venteenth-century name, the periode cOHpee, or, in f
an ~,nghsh eq~IValent, the "curt period" (so also the stile coupe, or I
the ,~urt style ~: the other by the name of the "loose period" (and !
the loose style ); though several other appropriate titles suggest
themselves in each case.8

II. Stile Coupe

One example of the periqde cOTlpee has already bcen given. Here I
are others:

Pour ~oy, qui ne dcmande qu'a devenir plus sage, non plus
S~3vnnt o~ eloquent, tes ordonnnnccs logicienncs et aristocc
]Iqu~s ne ~ont ~~s a propos; jc vcu]x qu'on commence par Ie
de~mcr po~nct: J emends asscz que c'cst que Mort ct Volupte;
gu on oe s amuse pas :1. les rmatomizer. (r'vlontaigne)

'Tis not worth the rending, J yield it, I desire thee not to
lose time in pe~using so vain a suhject, I should be peradvcn
ture loth myself to read him or thee so writing, 'tis not opama
pretiullJ. (Burton)

No armor cnn dc/cud a fearful heart. It will kill itself,
within. (Felltham)

Qui; mais il Eaut parier; cela n'cst pas vaIontairc vaus etes
embarcjues. (Pascal) ,

Vcloquencc continue ennuie.
Les princes et les rois joue.nt quelquefois; Us nc sont pns
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toujollrs sur leurs trones, ils s'y cnnuicnt: Ia grandeur n besoin
d'ctre quittee pour ctre sentie. (Pascal)

The world that I regard is myself; it is the microcosm of
my own frame that I cast mine eye on: for the other, I use it
but like my globe, and tum it round sometimes for my recrea
tion. (Browne)

Il Y a des hommes qui attendent a etre devats et religieux
que tout Ie monde sc declare irnpie et libcrtin: ce sera alors Ie
parti du vulgaire, ils sauront slen degager. (La-Bruyere) ..

In all of these passages, as in the period quoted from Wotton,
there are no two main members that are syntactically connected.
But it is apparent also that the characteristic style that they have
in common contains several other features besides this.

In the £lrst place, each member is as s.hort as the most alert in
telligence would have it. The period consists, as some of its admirers
were wont to say, of the nerves and muscles of speech alone; it is
as hard-bitten, as free of soft or superfluous flesh, as "one of Caesar's
soldiers." 6

Second, there is a characteristic order, or mode of progression,
in a curt period that may be regarded either as a necessary conse
quence of its omission of connectives or as the causes and explanation
of this. We may describe it best by observing that the first memher
is likely to be a self-contained and complete statemcnt of the wholc
idea of the period. It is so because writers in this style like to avoid
prearrangements and preparations; they begin, as I\1ontaigne puts
it, at Ie dender pohJct, the point aimed at. The first member there
fore exhausts the mere fact of the idea; logically there is nothing
more to say. But it does not exhaust its imaginative truth or the
energy of its conception. It is followed, therefore, by other members,
each with a new tone or emphasis, each expressing a new apprehen
sion of the truth expressed in the first. "Ve may describe the progress
o~ a curt period, therefore, as a series of imaginative moments oc
curring in a logical pause or suspension. Or-to be less obscure-we
may compare it with successive flashes of a jewel or prism as it
turned about on its axis and takes the light in different ways.

It is true, of course, that in a series of propositions there will
always be some logical process; the truth stated will undergo some
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developmellt or change. ror cxnmp)c, in the sentence from 1\.10n- ;
t<.ligne ~It the beginning of this section, the luter members add some- ;
thing to the idea;' and in the quotation from Pascal's Pmsees sur
I'Eloquence, given below it, the thought suddenly enlarges in the
final member. Yet the method of advance is not logical; the form
does not express it_ Each member, in its main intention, is a separate;
act of imaginative realization. :

In the third place, one, of the characteristics of the curt style is '
deliberate asymmetry of the members of a period; and it is this trait'
that especially betrays the modernistic character of the style. The:
chief mark of a conventional, or "classical," art, like that of the;
sixteenth century, is an approximation to evenness in the size and!
form of the balanced parts of a design; the mark of a modernistic !
art, like that of the seventeenth, and the nineteenth and twentieth, !
centwies, is the desire to achieve an effect of balance or rhythm i
among parts that are obviously not alike-the love of "some strange- ;
ness in the proportions." I

In a prose style asymmetry may be produced by varying the length;
of the members within a period. For example, part of the effect of i
a sentence from Bishop Hall is due to a variation in this respect l
among members which nevertheless produce the effect of balance or
rhythmic design.

What if they [crosses and adversities] be unpleasant? They
are physic: it is enough, if they be wholesome,-

But the desired effect is more choracteristically produced by con
spicuous differences of form, either with or without differences of
length. For instance, a characteristic method of the seventeenth
century was to begin a succession of members with different kinds
of subject words. In the sentence quoted from Wotton the first two
members have pe~sonal subjects, the third the impersonal Ifsteps";
in the quotation from Pascal the opposite change is made.

Mais il faut parler; cela n'est pas valontaire, vallS etes
embarques.

In both of these periods, moreover, each of the three members his
a distinct and individual tUrn of phrase, meant to be different from
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thl' other:-i. Again, in till' period of La Bruycn· (}lIOIt'd III the hl'gin
ning of this section, each new member involves a shirt of the mind
to a new subjt·ct. (Observe also the asymmetry of the mc~nbcrs in
point of length.)

Sometimes, again, asymmetry is produced by a change from literal
to metaphoric statement, or by the reverse, or by a change from one
metaphor to another, as in the last example quoted from Pascal,
where the metaphor of onc cmbarked upon a ship abruptly takes
the place of that of a man engaged in a bet. Or thcrc may be a
leap from the concrete to the abstract form; and this is an cmincntly
characteristic feature of the stile coupe because this style is always
tending toward the aphorism, or pensee, as its ideal form. The sec
ond passage quoted from Pascal illustrates this in a striking way,
It is evidcnt that in the first thrce members-all concrete, about kings
and princes-the author's mind is turning toward a general truth,
which emerges complete and abstract in the last member: la grandetiT
a besoin d'etre qUittee pour etre sentie.

The curt style, then, is not characterized only by the trait from
which it takes its name, its omission of connectives. It has the four
marks that have been described: first, studied brevity of members;
second, the hovering, imaginative order; third, asymmetryj and
fourth, the omission of the ordinary syntactic ligatures. None of these
should, of course, be thought of separately from the others. Each
of them is related to the rest and more or less involves them; and
when they are all taken together they constitute a definite rhetoric,
which was employed during the period from 1575 to 1675 with as
clenf 3 knowledge of its trndition and its proper models as the six
teenth-century Ciceronians had of the history of the rhctoric that
they preferred.

In brief, it is a Senecan style; and, although the imitation of
Seneca never quite shook off the imputation of literary heresy that
had been put upon it by the Augustan purism of the preceding age,
and certain amusing cautions and reservations were therefore felt
to be necessary, yet nearly all of the theorists of the new style suc
ceeded in expressing their devotion to their real master in one way
or another. Moreover, they were well aware that the characteristic
traits of Seneca's style were not his alone, but had been elaborated
before him in the Stoic schools of the Hellenistic period; and all the
earlier practitioners of the stile coupe, Montaigne (in his first phase),
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Lipsius, Hall, Charron, etc., write not only as literary Scnecans, but
rather more as philosophical Stoics.

Scnccanism and Stoicism are, then, the primary implications of
stile coupe. It must be observed, however, that a style once estab
lished in general use may Cast away the associations in which it
originated; and this is what happened in the history of the curt style.
Montaigne, for instance, confessed that he had so thoroughly learned
Seneca's way of writing that he could not wholly change it evcn
when his ideas and tastes had changed and he had come to prefer i
other masters. And the same thing is to be observed in many writers
of the latter part of the century: St. £vremond, Halifax, and La'i
Bruyere, for instance. Though these writers arc all definitely anti
Stoic and anti-Senecan, all of them show that they had learned the
curt style too well ever to unlearn it or to avoid its characteristic
forms; and there was 'no great exaggeration in Shaftesbury's com
plaint, at the very end of the century, that no other movement of
style than Seneca's-what he calls the "Senecan amble"-had been
heard in prose for a hundrcd years past.

(n)

The curt or serried style depends for its full effect upon the union,
of the severnl formal traits lh~1t h:.1.VC been described in the preceding·
section. We have assumed hitherto that these traits arc as rigorous
and unalterable as if they Were prescribed by a rule; and in the
cX:.lrnplcs cited there have hccn no significant departures from any
of them. But of course slight variations are common even in pas
sages that produce the effect of stile coupe; and some searching is
necessary to discover examples as pure as those that have been cited.
This is so cvidently true that it would need no illustration cxcept
for the fact that certain kinds of period cminently characteristic of
scvcntccnth-ccntllCY prose mise from :.1. paethll violation of the "rules"
laid down. Two of tbese may be briefly described.

(A) In a number of writers (Browne, Felltham, and South, for
example) wc often find a period of two members connected by and"
or, or nOf, which evidently has the character of stile coupe because
the conjunction has no logical plus force whatever. It merely con
nects two efforts of imagination to realize the same ideai two
as-iH.vere synchronous statements of it. TIle following from Browne
will be recognized as characteristic of him:
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'Tis true, there is an edge in all Grm belief. and with an easy

metaphor we may say, the sword of faith.

Again:

Therefore I perceive a man may be twice a child, before the
days of dotagc; and stand in need of JEson's bath before three
score.7

Often, too, in a period consisting of a larger number of members
the last two are connected by an and or the like. But this case can
be illustrated in connection with the one thiit immediately follows.

(ll) The rule that the successive members of a periode coupee
are of different and often opposed forms, are asymmetrical instead
of symmetrical, is sometimes partly violated inasmuch as these mem
bers begin with the same word or form of words, for example, with
the same pronoun subject, symmetry, parallelism"and some regularity
of rbythm thus introducing themselves into a style that is designed
primarily and chiefly to express a dislike of these frivolities. It is to
be observed, however, that the members that begin with this sug
gestion of oratorical pattern usually break it in the words that follow.
Except for their beginnings they are as asymmetrical as we expect
them to be, and reveal that constant novelty and unexpectedness
that is so characteristic of the 'Ibaroque" in nIl the arts.

One illustrotion is to be found in the style of the "character" writ
ings that enjoyed so grc<lt a populnrity in the seventeenth cpntury.
The frequent recurrence of the same subject word, usually he or
they, is the mannerism of this style, and is sometimes carried over
into other kinds of prose in the latter part of the century, as, for
instance, in writings of La Bruyere that nre not included within the
limits of the ucharacter" genre,/J and in passages of Dryden. It is in·
,keel so conspicuous" mannerism that it may serve to cOIH."t·;tl what
is after all the more significant feature of the 'lcharncter" style,
namely, the constant variation and contr3st of form in members that
begin in this formulistic manner.

The style of the "charactcr," however, is that of a highly special
ized genre; and the form of the pcriod with reiteratcd introductory
formula can be shown in its more typical character in other kinds of
prose, as, for example, in a passage from Browne describing the
Christian Stoicism of his age:
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There are mysteries that are not unveiled the first day:
Elcusis kcepcth back something for those who come again to
ask her. Nature tclleth not all her secrets at once. We think we
have been initiated: we are still waiting in her vestibule. Those
secret treasures do not lie open promiscuously to everyone:
they arc kept dose and reserved in an inner shrine.

(c)
Finally, we have to observe that the typical periode cou!,,!e need
not be so short as the examples of it cited at the beginning of the
present section. O? th~ contrary, it may cont~n~e! without connec~
tives and with all Its hrghly accentuated pecuhantles of form, to the
length of five or six members. Seneca offered many models for thrs
protracted aphoristic manner, as in the following passage from the
Nawrales Quaestiones (vii. 31):
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Let not tltt' ~\\'clvc but the two tublcs he thy l:tw: let P)'lhag~

oms he thy rCIl1CmbnlllCcr, not thy textuary and final instructer:
i:md learn the vanity of the world, rather from Solomon than.
Phocylydes.·

Browne touches lightly on these repetitions, and uses them not too
frequently. Balzac uses thcm characteristically and significantly. A
paragraph from his Entretie1ls may be quoted both in illustration
of this fact and for the interest of its subject matter:

NallS demeurasmes d'accord que l'Autheur qui veul imiter
Seneque commence par tout et finit par tout. Son Discours
n'cst pns un corps eJHicr: c'cst un corps cn pieces; cc sont des
membecs couppeZj ct quay que les parties soient prochcs lcs
unes des aurres, elIes ne Iaisscnt pas d'estre scpar~cs. Non
seulcment il n'y a point de nerfs qui Ies joigncnt; il n'y a pas
mesme de cordes ou dJaiguillettcs qui les attachent ensemble:
tant eet Autheur est ennemy de toutes sartes de liaisons, soit
de la Nature, soit de l'Art: tant it s'csloignc de ccs bans cxem
p)cs que VallS imitcz si pnrfaitement. 10
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mJy or may not begin in the same way. The effect is

rhetorical.
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extremely

The passage illustrates exactly Balzac's position in the prose de
velopment of the seventeenth century. Montaigne is indeed-in
spite of his strictures upon him-his master. He aims, like Montaigne,
at the philosophic ease and naturalness of the ge1lus hu",ile; he
has his taste for aphorism, his taste for metaphor; he is full of
"points," and loves to make them show; in short, he is Hbaroque."
But by several means, and chieHy by the kinds of repetition illus
trated in this passage (c'est ... ce sont; il n'y a point ... il n'y a
pas mesme; tant .... tant), he succeeds in introducing that effect
of art, of form, of rhythm, for which Descartes and so many other
of his contemporaries admired him. He combincs in short the IIwit"
of the seventeenth century with at least the appearance of being
/la regular writer," which camc, in the forties and fifties, to be re·
garded in France as highly desirable. In his political writings, and
especially in Le Prince, his iterated opening formula becomes too
evident a mannerism, and on page after page one reads periods of
the same form: two or three members beginning alike and a final
member much longer and more elaborate than the preceding that

Similar in form is this six-member period from Browne's Religio
Medici:

To see ourselves again, we need not look for Plato's year:
every man is not only himself; there have been many Dioge
neses, and as many Timons, though but few of that name; men
are lived over again; the world is now as it was in ages past;
there was none then, but there hath been some one since, that
parallels him, and is, as it were, his revived self. ll

What has been said in a previous section of the characteristic
mode of progression in stile coupe is strikingly illustrated in such
passages as these. Logically they do not m?ve; At the .end they are
saying exactly what they were at the begmnmg. TheIr advance IS
wholly in the direction of a more vivid imaginative realization; a
metaphor revolves, as it were, displaying its different facets; a series
of metaphors Hash their lights; or a chain of "points" and paradoxes
teveals the energy of a single apprehension in the writer's mind.
In the latter part of the seventeenth century a number of critics
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~;ltidzl.' I1I;S l'l.'l'uli.lrily of tlu.: Scnccan form. Father Bouhours, for
instance, observed that with all its pretensions to brevity and sig~
niiicancc this style mo.kes less progress in five or six successive state
ments than a Ciceronian period will often make in One long ano
comprehensive construction. The criticism is, of course, sound if
the only mode of progression is the logical one; but in fact there is
a progress of imaginative apprehension, a revolving and upward,
motion of the mind as it rises in energy, and views the same point
from new levels; and this spiral movement is characteristic of baroque
prose.

(A)

In the preceding pages we have been illustrating a kind of period
in which the members are in most cases syntactically disjunct, and
we have seen that in this style the members are characteristically
short. It is necessary now to illustrate the other type of Anti-Cicero
nian style spoken of at the beginning, in which the members are
usually connected by synmctic ligatures, and in which, therefore,
both the members and the period as a whole may be, and in fact
usually are, as long as in the Ciceronian style, or even longer.

It is more difficult to find an appropriate name for this kind of
, style than for the other. The "trailing" or "linked" style would de

scribe a relation bctween th(' memhers of the period that is frcc!lIcnt
<lnd indccu chamctcristic, but is perhaps too specinc a name. "Liberw
tine" indicntcs exactly both the form of the style and the pldlosophical
nssocintions dult it often implies; but it is wise~ to avoid these imw
plici.1tions in a purely dcscripth'c treatment. There is but one term
that is CX.H:t and covers the ground: the term "loose period" or "Ioose
style"; and it is this that we will usually employ. In applying this
term, however, the reader must be on his guard agninst a use of it
that slipped into many rhetorical treatises of the nineteenth century.
In these works the "loose sentence" was defined as one that has its
mai~ clause ncar the beginning; and an antithetical term "periodic
sentence"-an improper one-was devised to name the opposite arw
rangement. "Loose period" is llsed here without reference to this
confusing distinction. .

In order to show its meaning we must proceed by means of ex
amples; and we will take first a se~ltence-if, indeed, we can call

I
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it a sentence-in which Bacon contrasts the f/~.1agistr~1" ,:nethod o,f
writing works of learning with the method of ProbatIOn appropn
ate to "induced knowledge," "the later whercof [he says] sccmeth to
be via deserta et interclusa."

For as knowlcdoes arc now delivered, there is a kind of con w

tract of error bct~een the delivcrer and the receiver: for he
that delivereth knowledge desireth to deliver it in such' form as
may be best believed, and not as may be best examined: and.he
that receiveth knowledge desireth rather present satIsfaction
than expectant inquiry; and so rather not to d~ubt than not to
err: glory making the author not to lay open hiS weakness, and
sloth making the disciple not to know his strength. I:!

The passage is fortunate because it states the philosophy in which
Anti-Ciceronian prose has its origin and motive. ~ut our. present
business is with its form; and in order to illustrate thIS we wIll place
beside it'another passage from another author.

Ellc [l'Imagination] ne peut rendre sages les fous; mais ellc
les rend hcureux, it. l'envi de la raison qui nc pcut rendre scs
amis que miserables, J'une Jes couvrant de gloire, l'nulre de
hontc.13

There is a striking similarity in the way these two periods proceed.
In cach case an antithesis is stated in tlll' opt'ning memhers; then
the member in which the second part of the rmtithcsis is st:lted
puts OUt a dependent member. The symmctricnl devdopment ilIl

nounced nt the bcoinning is thus interrupted and cannot be fL'SLlIlll'{l.

The period must rrnd a way OLlt, a syntactic way o.f car.ryin~ on rlI~d
completino the idea it carries. In both cases the Sltu::~tlon IS met III

the !'<lme ~V<lY, by a concludhlg member having the, lorn.l of un ab
solutc-participle construction, in which the antithettcal Idea of the
whole is sharply, aphoristically resumed. .

The two pJssagcs, in short, arc \\'ritten as If they were meant to

illustrate in style what Bacon calls "thc method of induced kn?wl
edge"; eithcr they have no predetermined plan or they viol~te It .at
will; their progression adapts i~self to ,the. nlO\:emcnts of a mmd. dIS

covering truth as it goes, thinkmg whJlc It WrItes. At the same tune,
and for the same reason, they illustrate the character of the style

II/
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Ih:lt wt:' call "b:1roclllc." See, ror illslilncc, how symmetry is lirst
madt· and th(;n orn!<cll, as it is in so many barOlluc designs in paint
ing ~llld arl'hilccture; how there is constant s'vvift adaptation of form
to the emergencies th<lt arise in an energetic and unpremeditated
forward mOVl'mcnt; und observe, further, that these signs of spon
taneity and improvisation occur in passages loaded with as heavy a
content as rhetoric ever has to carry. That is to say, they combine
the effect of great mass with the effect of rapid motion; and there
is no better formula than this to describe the ideal of the baroque
design in all the arts.

But these generalizations arc beyond our present purpose. We are
to study the loose period first. as we did the curt period, by observ
ing the ch~lracter of its syntactic links. In the two sentences lluuled
there are, with a single exception, but two modes of connection
employed. The first is by eo-ordinating conjunctions, the conjunc
tions, that is, that allow the mind to move straight on from the point
it has reached. They do not necessarily refer back to any particular
point in the preceding member; nor do they commit the following
member to a predetermined form. In other words, they arc the loose
conjunctions, and disjoin the members they join as widely as pos
sible. And, but, and for are the ones employed in the two sentences;
and these are of course the necessary and universal on('5. Other
favorites of the loose style are whereas, nor ( = and not), and the
correlatives thotlgh ... yet, as ... so. Second, each of the two
periods contains a member with an absolute-participle construction.
In the loose style many members have this form, and not only (as
in the two periods quoted) at the ends of pcriods, but elsewhere.
Sir Thomas Browne often has them early in a period, as some pas·
sages to be cited in another connection will show. This is a phe
nomenon easily explained. For the absolute construction is the one
that commits itself least and lends itself best to the solution of
difficulties that nrise in the coursc of a spontan(,'olls and unpremedi
t<lted progress. It may state eit}ler a cause, or a consequence, or a
mere attendant circumstancej it may be concessive or justificatoryj
it may be a summary of the preceding or a supplement to it; it may
express an idea related to the whole of the period in which it occurs,
or one rclated only to the last preceding member. .

The co-ordinating conjunctions and .lhe absolute-participle con
struction indicate, then, the character of the loose period. Like the
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stile COlf1ni) it is meant to portray the nalural, or thinkillg, ordt'f; ;,.lIltl

it expresses even better them the clIrt period the Anti-Ciceronian
prejudice against formality of procedure and the rhetoric of the
schools. For the omission of connectives in the stile coupe implies,
as we have seen, a very definite kind of rhetorical form, which \Vas
practiced in direct imitation of classical models, and usually retained
the associations that it had won in the Stoic schools of antiquity.
The associations of the loose style, on the other hand, are all with
the more sceptical phases of seventeenth-century thought-with what
was then usually called "Libertinism"; and it appears characteristically
in writers who are professed opponents of determined nnd rigorous
philosophic attitudes. It is thc style of Bacon and of Montaigne
(af,er he has found himself), of La Mothe Ie Vayer, and of Sir
Thomas Browne. It appcars always in the lellers of Donne; it ap
pears in Pascal's Pensees; and, in the latter part of the century,
when Libertinism had positively won the favor of the world away
from Stoicism, it enjoyed a self-conscious revival, under the influ
ence of IVlontnigne, in the writings of St. r:.vremond. Halifax, and
Temple. Indeed, it is evident that, although the Senecan stile coupe
attracted more critical attention throughout the century, its grcatest
;lchievements in prose were rather in the loose or Libertine manner.
But it must also be said that most of the sceptics of the century
had undergone a strong Senecan influence; and the styles of Mon
taigne, Browne, Pascal, and Halifax, for instance, can only be de
scribed as displaying in varying ways a mingling of Stoic and
Libertine traits.

Ca)

Besides the two syntactic forms that have been mentioncd-the co-or
dinating conjunctions and the absolute construction-there arc no
others that lend themselves by their nnturc to the loos,,! style, CXC"IH

the parenthesis, which we need not illustrate here. But it must not
be supposed that it tends to exclude other modes of connection. On
the contrary, it obtains its characteristic effects from the syntactic
forms that are logically more strict and binding, such as the relative
pronouns and the subordinating conjunctions, by using them in a
way peculiar to itself. That is to say, it uses thcm as the necessary
logical means of advancing the idea, but relaxes at will the tight

Ill.
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The connections of a period cannot be considered separately from
the order of the connected members; and, in fact, it is the desired
order of development that determines the character of the connec·
tions rather than the reverse. In the oratorical period the arrangement
of the members is (lround" or Itcircular," in the sense that they arc
all so placed with reference to a central. o~ climactic. member th.at
they point forward or back to it and give It ItS appropn~te e.mphaSlS.
This order is what is meant by the names peTlodos, c"cmlus, and
uround composition," by which t?C oratorical period .h.as been v~n
ously called; and it is the chief object of the many reVISIOns to whIch
its form is submitted.

The loose period does not try for this form, but rather seeks :0
avoid it. Its purpose is to express, as far as may .be, the order. m
wbich an idea presents itself when it is first expenenced. It begms,
therefore, without premeditation, stating its idea in the first. for~
that occurs; the second member is determined by the SItuatIOn In

which the mind finds itself after the first has been spoken; and so
on tbroughout the period, each member be.ing an emerg~ncy of the
situation. The period-in theory, at least-Is not made; It be~omes.

It completes itself and takes on form in the course of the ~otlon of
mind which it expresses. Montaigne, in short, exactly described. the
theory of the loose style when he said: 'Tecris volontiers sans project;
Ie premier trait produit Ie second." .. .

The figure of a circle, therefore, is not a possIble descrJptlon .of
the form of a loose period; it requires rather the metaphor of a cham,
whose links join end to end. The (llink~d" or Iftrailin~" period is,
in fact, as we have observed, an approprIate mune for It. 13ut there
is a special case for which this term might better be rc~ervcd: u~lcs~
we should choose to invent a more specific one, such as end-lInkmg,
or Utl'rmillnJ Bnking," to describe it. It ·is when a member depends,
not upon the general idea, or the main word, of the prec~di~g

member, but upon its final word or phrase alone. And thIS IS, 10

fact, a frequent, even a characteristic, kind of linking in certain au·
thors, notably Sir Thomas Browne and his imitators. The sente~ce

last quoted offers two or three illustrations .of it: . the conneW\,e
words as, especially, and where all refer to the Immedl3tely precedm.g
words or phrases; and in another period by the same author there IS
one very conspicuous and characteristic instance.
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construction which they seem to impose; so that they have exactly .
the same effect as the loose connections previously described and !
must bc punctuatcd in the same way. In other words, the parts that i
they connect are no more closely knit together than it chooses they i
shall be; and the reader of the most characteristic seventeenth-cen- ;
tury pros~ SOOn learns to give a greater independence and autonomy i
to subordmate members than he would dare to do in reading any I
other. ' , I

The method may be shown by a single long sentence from Sir !
Thomas Browne: II,

I could never perceive any rational consequence from those
many texts which prohihit the children of Israel to pollute
the,?s:lves with the temples of the heathens; we being all I
Chnstlans, and not divided hy such detested impieties as might [
profane OUf prayers, or the place whereiI?- we make themj or I
that a resolved conscience may not adore her Creator any
where, especially in places devoted to his service; where

l
if I'

their devotions offend him, mine may please himj if theirs
profane it, mine may hallow it. 14 !

The period begins with a statement complete in itself, which does f
not .'yntacti~ally imply anything to follow it; an absolute participle ('
carnes on, In the second member. Thereafter the connectives are
chiefly subordinating conjunctions. Observe particularly the use of
as, or that, and where: how slight these ligatures are in view of the
length and mass of the Illt.,'mbcrs they must carry. They are frail and
small hiuges for the weights that turn on them; and the period
ab~lmds and expands in nonchalant disregard of their tight, frail
logIC.

T?is example displays the prin~iple; but of course a single passage
call Illustrate only a few grammatical forms. Some of those llsed with
a charact~ristic looseness in English prose of the seventeenth century
are: relatIve clauses beginnino with which, or with whereto wherein
etc.; participial c~nstructions ~f the kind scornfully called ':dangling':
by the grammanans; words In a merely appositional rclation with
some noun or pro?oun preceding, yet constituting a scmHndependent
membe.r of a period; and o~ course such subordinating conjunctions
as arc IJIustrated above. It is unnecessary to illustrate these various
cases.
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'n e period just quoted serves to introduce a linal pomt concermhg

Ii,; form of the loose period. IN.e ha~e alre~dy observed that t ~
,,,,,nd half of this period, beginnmg with wh,lch, has a.complex sus
,'nded syntax apparently like that of the. typIcal oratorical. se:'tence:

~'he Anti-Ciceronian writer usually aVOIds such forms: It IS true,
st of his sentences are punctuated by colons and semIcolons. But,

'i"cnurse he will often lind himself involved in a suspended con
~lluclion 'from which he cannot escape. It r.em,ains t~ show that even
III these cases he still proceeds in the Antl.C~ceronlan. I.nanner, a.nd
,ucceeds in following, in spite of the syntactIc for,mahues to whIch
I , commits himself his own emergent and experimental order. In·I..d it is to be obs~rved that the characteristic quality of the loose
~1\~le' may appear more clearly in such difficult for~s than i~ others;
r~r baroque art always displays itself best when It works m heav)
masses and resistant materials; and out of the struggle bet\~een a
fixed pattern and an energetic forward movem~nt .often, amves at
Ih"se strong and expressive disproportions in w~lch It dehghts,

We shall return to Browne in a moment In IllustratIOn of the
point, but we shall take up a simpler cas: fir~t. In a well-kno\~n
~IHenceJ Pascal, bringing out the force of ImagmatIOn, draw.s a pIC·

lure of a venerable magistrate seated in church, ready to hste", to
a worthy sermon. Le voila prih a l'ollir avec un respect exemplalre.

Que Ie predicateur vienne a paraitre•.que la. nature lui air
donne une voix enrouee et un tour de Visage bIzarre, que son
barbier rait mal rase, si Ie hnsard 1'3 encore barbouilIc de
surcoit, quclquc grandes vcrites qu'il annoncc, jc parie la perte
de In gravit6 de notre scnateur. 17

H~t)

l"

I
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. As dlCIl' lovell' lIl:IllY r{'r~)rlll~rS, Stl I~kewise many rd()rtna~ r
tJ(}nS: every COlin try proct:(~JJIlg In a pJrlIculur way and method, f
according as their nation~ll interest, together with their con~ ,
stitution and dime, inclined them: some angrily and with ~
extremity; others calmly and with mediocrity, not rending, but t.
c3siIy dividing, the community, and leaving an honest possi- "
bility of a reconciliation;-which, though peaceable spirits do
desire, and may conceive, that revolution of time and the mercies
of God may ~lfect, yet that judgment that shan consider the "
present antipathies between the two extremes,-their contra~

rieties in condition, aJfection, and opinion,-may with the same
hopes, expect a union in the poles of heaven. 15

Here the word whieh introduces a new developmcnt of the idea,
running to as much as live lines of print; yet syntactically it refers I.
only to the last preceding word reconciliation. The whole long pas
sage has been quoted, however, not for this reason alone, but be
cause it illustrates so perfectly all that has bcen said of tI,e order and
connection of the loose period. It begins, characteristically, with a
sharply formulated complete statement, implying nothing of what
is to follow. Its next move is achieved by means of an absolute-par
ticiple construction.'· This buds off a couple of appositional memo
bers; one of these budding again two new members by means of
dangling participles. Then a which picks up the trail, and at once
the sentence becomes involved in the complex, and apparentlytight,
organization of a though . . . yet construclion. Nevertheless it still
moves freely, digrcssing as it will, extricates itself from the complex
form by a kind of anacoluthon (in the yet clause), broadening its
scope, and gathering new confluents, till it ends, like ·'3 river, in an
opening view.

The period, that is, moves straight onward everywhere from the
point it has reached; and its _construction shows ideally whnt we
mean by the linked or trailing order. It is Browne's peculiar mastery
of this construction that gives his writing constantly the effect of
being, not the result of a meditation, but an actual meditation in
process. He writes like a philosophical scientist making notes of his
observation as it occurs. We see his pen move and stop as he thinks.
To write thus, and at the same time to create beauty of cadence in
the phrases and rhythm in the design-and so Browne constantly
does-is to achieve a triumph in !'Vhat Montaigne called "the art

IHr, IJAHP\.HII:, S'I'YJ,H IN I'HOSF. ~~5
Ii being l1:uural"j it is the eloquence, dcscribcJ by Pascal, (hilt mocks

Jl f"rmal eloquence,

Unquestionably a faulty sentence by all the school·rules' It begins
without foreseeing its end, and has to shift the reader's glance from
Ihe preacher to the magistrate in the midst of its progress by what
<w means it can. Observe the abruptness <Jf the form of the memher
quelque grandes widtes. Observe the sudden appearance of the fi:st
person in the last member. Yet the critic who would condemn Its
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rhetorical form would have also to dedare that thcre is no art in i
those vivid dramatic narratives that so often appear in the conversa.!
tion of animated talkers; for this period moves in an order veryI
common in such conversation.18 .

In this passage the free and Anti-Ciceronian character of the
movement is chiefly due to its dramatic vividness and spced. It fol· f
lows the order of life. Sometimes, however, we can see plainly that!
it is the mystical speculation of the scventeenth century that changes I
the regular form of the period and shapes it to its own ends. Si, I
Thomas Browne provides many interesting illustrations, as, for in·'t·
stance, in the period quoted in the preceding section, and in the
following: I

I would gladly know how Moses, with an actual fire, calcined f
or burnt the golden calf into powder: for that mystical metal of I
gold, whose salary and celestial nature I admire, exposed unto i-
the violence of fire, grows only hot, and liquefies, but con- I!
sumeth not; so when the consumable and volatile pieces of our
bodies shall be refined into a more impregnable and fixed
temper, like gold, though they suffer from the action of flames,

. they shall never perish, but lie immortal in the arms of fire"· I
With the. first half of this long construction we arc not now can.,·

cerned. In Its second half, however, beginning with so when, we
se.e one of those complex movements that have led some critics toI
speak of Browne as-of all things!-a Ciceronian. It is in fact the
~ppos~te of thnt. A ,?iceronian period closes in at the end; it reaches i
lls hetght of expansIOn and emphasis at the middle or just beyond, .
and ends composedly. Browne's sentence, on the contrary, opcns I
constantly outward; its motions become more animated and vigorous i

as it proceeds; and it ends, as his sentences are likely to do in a I
vision of vast space or time, losing it~elf in an altihldol a hint, of t
infinitY'"As, i? a ,Previously quoted peri~,d, e~eryt~ing led up to the "
phrase, a UnIon In the poles of heaven, so In thIS everything leads .
up to the concluding phrase, "but lie immortal in the arms of fire."
And as we study the form of the structure we can even observe
where this ending revealed itself, or, at least, how it was prepared.
The phrase "like gold" is the key to the form of the whole. After a
slow expository member, this phrase, so strikingly wrenched from '
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its logical position, breaks the established and expected rhythm, and
is a signal of more agitated movement, of an ascending effort of
imaginative realization that continues to the end, In a different
medium, the period dosely parallels the technique of an El Greco
composition, where broken and tortuous lines in the body of the
design prepare the eye for curves that leap upward beyond the
limits of the canvas.

The forms that the I?ose period may assume are infinite, and it
would be merely pedantIC to attempt a dassification of them. In one
of. the ~assages quoted :ve have se.en the dramatic sense of reality
'rlumphlng over rhetoncal formahsm; in another, the form of a
mystical exaltation. For the purpose of description-not dassification
-it. will be convenient to observe still a third way in which a loose
perIod ~~y escape ~rom the formal commitments of elaborate syn
tax" ~t IS l11ust.mted In a passage in Montaigne's essay "Des Livres/'
prmsl11g the Simple and uncritical kind of history that he likes so
much. In the course of the period he mentions Ie bOll Froi5sard as an
e~ample, and proceeds so far (six lines of print) in a description of
IllS ?'eth.od that he c~nnot get back to his general idea by means
of hIS. ongm~1 syntactIc form, or at least cannot do so without very
artifiCIal deVIces. He completes the sentence where it is; but com
pktes his idea in a pair of curt (coupes) sentences separated by a
(:"Ion from the preceding: fleest In l11aUcrc de l'histoirl' nue ct in
forme; chascun en peult faire son praunt autant qulil a d'cntendc
ment." 20 This is a method often used by Anti·Ciceronians to extricate
themselves from the coils of a situation in which thev have hecome
involved by following the "natural" order. A belter' example of it
IS to be seen m a passage from Pascal's essay on HImagination," from
which another passage has already been dted.

Lc pI~s grand ph~~osophe du monde, sur une planche plus
la~gc qu II nc f~ut, s 1] y a flu-dcssous un precipice, quoiquc S3

r<lIS0~ le c~nvamqu: de sa suretc I SOn imagination prcvaudra.
Plusleurs n en saurmcnt soutenir Ia pensee sans paliI et suer.:n

. ~othing could bette: illus~rate the "order of nature"; writing, that
IS, In t~e exact or~er In wlllch the matter presents itself. It begins
~y naming the sU~Ject: Ie plus grand philosophe, without foreseeing
tne syntax by whIch It is to continue. Then it throws in the c1e·

w:



IV. The Punctuat.ion of tile Sev('1l1ecntlt-Ceutllry Period

The "long scntenccll of the Anti·Ciecronhm age has received Do rc
markable amount of attention ever since it began to he corrcctcJ
nllJ go out of lise; Hnd there have been two conflicting views con~

enning it. The older doctrine-not yet quite extinct-was that the
long sentences of l\1ontl.llgne, BnroIl, Browne, and Taylor were sen
lCIl(,'CS of the Sttme kind as those of Cicero and his sixteenth-century
imilators; only they were badly and crudely made, monstrosities due
10 some wave of ignorance that submerged Ihe syntactic area of the
seventeenth-century mind. Their true character, it was thought, would
be shown by substituting commas for their semicolons and colons;
for then we should see that they are quaint failures in the attempt
to achicve sentencc unity,

The other view is the opposite of this, namely, that we sh?uld
put periods in the place of many of its semicolons and colons. We
should then see that what look like long sentences are really brief
and aphoristic ones. The contemporary punctuation of Our authors
is again to be corrected, but now in a different sense. This is the
view urged by Faguet in writing of Montaigne, and by Sir Edmund
Gosse concerning the prose of Browne and Taylor.

The later vjew is useful in correcting some of the errorS of the
earlier one. But, in fact, one of them is just as false as the other;
and both of them illustrate the difficulties experienced by minds
tfiJined solely in the logical and grammatical aspects of language in
interpreting the forms of style that prevailed before the eighteenth
century. In order to understand the punctuation of the seventeenth _..,
century we have to consider the relation between the grammatical i
term sentence and the rhetorical term period.

The things named by these terms are idcntical. Period names the
rhetorical, or oral, aspect of the same thing that is called in grammar
a sentence and in theory the same act of composition that produces
a perfectly logical grammatical unit would produce at the same tim'"
a perfectly rhythmical pattern of sound. But, in fact, no utterance
ever fulfils both of these functions perfectly, and either one or the
other of them is always foremost in a writer's mind. One or the
other is foremost also in every theory of literary education; and the
historian may sometimes distinguish literary periods by the relative
emphasis they put upon grammatical and rhetorical considerations.
In general we may say, though there may be exceptions, that be-

,r~H ,
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JlJ( ,Us 0 the SJtuatlOllJ lIsing .my s 'nt'lx fl.. . )
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forc lhe (,.'ightt·l'llih Cl'ntllry rhetoric occupied llludl morc attclltion
than g~ammJr in the minds or tCi.H:hcrs :.llld their pl1p~ls. It was so. I
for instance, in the Mieldle Ages, as is clear from theIr manuals of
study and the curricula uf their schools. It was still true in the six- j
teenth century; and the Illost striking characteristic of the literary I
prose of that century, both in Latin and in the vernacular tongues,
was its devotion to the conventional and formal patterns of school· I
rhetoric. 1

The laws of grammatical form, it is true, were not at all disturbed
or strained at this time by the predominance of rhetorical motives.
There was no difficulty whatevcr in saying what these rhetoricians
had to say in perfect accordance with logical syntax because they
had. in fact, so little to say that only the 1110St elementary s~nt~lx

was necessary for its purposes. Furthermore, the rhetorical 1-arms
they liked were so symmetrical, so obvious, that they almost imposed
a regular syntax by their own form.

But a new situation arose when the leaders of seventeenth-century
rationalism-Lipsius, Montaigne, Bacon-became the teachers of style.
The ambition of these writers was to conduct an experimental in
vestigation of the moral realities of their time, and to achieve a style
appropriate to the expression of their discoveries and of the mental
effort by which they were conducted. The content of style became,
as it were, suddenly greater and more difficult; anel the stylistic formal
ities of the preceding age were unable to bear the burden, An ~m
mense rhetorical complexity and Iiccnse took the place of the slln
plicity and purism of the sixteenth century; and, since the age had
not yet lcarncd to think mllc.:h i:lhollt grJmmatic.·al propriety, the
rules of syntax were made to bear the expenses of the new freedom.
In the examples of seventeenth-century prose that have been. dis
cussed in the preceding pages some of the results are apparent. fhe
syntactic connections of a sentence become loose and casual; great
strains are imposed upon tenuous, frail links; parentheses are abused;
digression become licentious; anacoluthon is frequent and passes
unnoticed; even the limits of sentences are not clearly marked, a"nd
it is sometimes difficult to say where one begins and another ends.

Evidently the process of disintegration could not go on forever.
A stylistic reform was inevitable, and it must take the direction of
a new formalism or "correctness." The direction that it actually took
was determined by the Cartesian philosophy, or at least by the same
time spirit in which the Carte!ian philosophy had its origin. The
intellect, that is to say. became the arbiter of form, the dictator of
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nrlistic pranic.:c as of philosophical inquiry. Tht· sources uf error, in
the vie\V of the Cartc~ialls, 3rc imagiu3lioll and dependence upon
sense impressions. Its correctives are found in what they call Ilrea·
son" (which here means lIintellect"), and an exact distinction of
categories.

To this mode of thought we are to trace almost all the features of
modern literary education and criticism, or at least of what we should
have eallcd modern a generation ago: the study of the prc'Cise mean
ing of words; the reference to dictionaries as litcmry authorities; the
study of the sentence as a logical unit alone; the careful circumscrip~

tion of its limits and the gradual reduction of its length; the disap
pearance of semicolons and colons; the attempt to reduce grammar
to an exact science; the idea that forms of speech are always either
correct or incorrect; the complete subjection of the Jaws of motion
and expression in style to the laws of logic and standardization-in
short, the triumph, during two centuries, of grammatical over rhe·
tarical ideas.

This is not the place to consider what we have gained or lost by
this literary philosophy, or whether the precision we have aimed at
has compensated us for the powers of expression and the flexibility
of motion that we have lost; we have only to say that we must not
apply the ideas we have learned from it to the explanation of seven·
tcenth-ccntury style. In brief, we must not measure the customs of
the age of semicolons a~d colons by the customs of the age of commas
and periods. The only possible punctuation of seventeenth·eentury
prose is that which it used itself. We might sometimes reveal its
gl':lI11lllar more ("'Icarly by n.:plll1ctuating it wilh COIlUll.1S or periuds,
but we should certainly destroy its rhetoric.

NOTES

J. The Architecture of Humanism (London, 1914), p. 22.5.
2. "Table Talk," in Life and Letters, cd. Logan Pearsall Smith (Ox

ford, 1907), II, 500.
3. For example, the stile coupe was sometimes called stile serre C1scrricd

style"), and Francis Thompson has used this term in describing a
kind of period common in Browne. For synonyms of uloose style" sec
section III of this puper.

4. References arc as follows: rvlomaigne, "Des Livres/' Essais II.X. cd.
].-V. Le Clerc (Paris, 1865), II, 122; Robert Burton, ''To the
Reader:' The Anatomy of Melancholy, ed. A. R, Shilleto (London,
1893), p. 24; Owen Felltham, "Of Fear and Cowardice:' Resolves
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J. 71 (Lundon, IU7?), p. I I0; P~l:;\.'al, PellS(:cs, l'd. Leon llnlllschVkg
(Paris, 19°4), Il, 146 (5l'loLin!l VII in 1670 Port-noyal cd.); PClJSrl!S,

II, 269 (section XXI ill Port-Hoyn] co.); Sir Thomas llrownc, Rdig;c
Jl.1ediciJ Part II, section J I, in ""orks, ed. Simon \Vilkin (London,
1846), II, 1 10; La Bruyere, "Des Esprits Forts," (Ellvres, cd. C.
Servois (Paris, 1865), II, 239. These editions have been used for
subsequent quotations from the authors' works.

5. The phrase comes from a midsc\'cntcenth·century work on prose styJt'.
and is there applied to il dir moderno: Daniello Bartoli, uDello Stile,"
Delli Uomo di Lettere, in Opere (Venice, 1716), III, 101.

6. Joseph Hall, Heaven "pon Earth, XIII, in Works (Oxford, r837), VI,

20. Note how exactly this reproduces a movement characteristic of
Seneca: Quid tua, 1fter {Caesar or Pompey] vincClt? Potest melior
vincere: non patest pejor esse qui vicerit.

7. Religio Medici, 1.10 and 1.42, in Works, II, 14,61,
8. For instance, in the famous passage fiDe l'Homme," I 28, in (Euvres,

II, 61, describing the beast-like life of the peasants of France.
9. Christian Morals, section XXI, Works, IV, 107. The period occurs in

the midst of a paragraph in which each moin member of each period
begins with a verb in the imperative mood.

10. No. XVIII, "De Montaigne et de ses Escrits/' in CEltvres, cd. L.
Moreou (Poris, 1854), II, 402-403.

II. 1.6, in \-Vorks, II, II. Felltham uses this manner with too much self·
consciousness. .sec, for instance, a passage on the terse style (Resolves,
1.20) beginning "They that speak to cllildren, assume a pretty lisping."

12. Of the Advancement of Learning, Bk. II, in Works,· ed. Spedding,
Ellis, and Heath (London, ,868), m, 403-404; ed. Wright, XVJl-3-

13. Pascal, Pe'lsces, II, 3 (section xxv in 1670 port-noyal cd.). There
should, rhetorically speaking, be semicolons after raison and mis·
erables.

14. Religio Medici, 1.3, in Works, II, 4. Italics are' mine.
I;. Religio Medici, 1.4, in Works, II, ;.

16. Observe that the period from Browne quoted on p. 223 begins with
movements of the same kind.

17. Pensees, II, 4-; (section xxv in Port-Royal ed.).
18. It may be said that Pascal's Pensees should not be cited in illustr:ltion

of prose form because they were written without revision and without
thought of publication. But a good deal of characteristic prose of til('
time was so written, and the effect at which Bacon, Burton, Browne,
and many others aimed was qf prose written in that way.

19. Religio lvledici, 1,5°, in lVorks, II, 73.
20. Essais, II.X, ed. Le Clerc, II, l27.

2 I. Pensees, II, 5.
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Science and English Prose Style, 1650-75

Lilerary style, like human personality, is a compound exceedingly
JilTlcult of analysis, for when its more obvious constituents are made
dl';)r, there still remains an illusive element, consciousness of which
kJ\'cs the analyst with the unpleasant sensation of not having
IN,hed the bottom of the matter. As the most complex phenomenon
in literature, style is the resultant of all the forces, known and 1.1n
lnoll'n, underlying literary development, and the method and ex
:rnt of the contribution made by each of these forces are a matter
of IImb.ble inference rather than of positive demonstration. For that
I('JSOn, any attempt, however ambitious, to account for the style of
1 literary epoch mu;st be content with pointing Ollt those morc ob
\'lOU' inRuences that are combined and reRected in speech and
writing, and with ignoring other factors which may escape detec
tiDn. LInder the protection of this confession I shall attempt to make
rnJl1ircst what seems to me the most important influence instrumental
in rhJnging the luxuriant prose of the Commonwealth into that of
• diametrically opposite nature in the Restoration.

To one who is familiar with the writers of the Puritan regime,
" would be rash to maintain that the style of this period is homo
Grnl'ous, but probably everyone can agree that the dominaling

F::om PAlLA, XLV (1930), pp. 977-1009. Reprinted by permission of the
MIJJcrn Language Association of America.
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