
 

  
Let us begin with a great poet, a great philosopher, Lucretius. In the case of Thucydides I called 
attention to the fact that his habit of mind, his mode of dealing with questions, we remodern; that 

they were those of an enlightened, reflecting man among ourselves. Let me call attention to the 
exhibition in Lucretius of a modern 
 feeling  

not less remarkable than the modern 
thought  

in Thucydides. The predominance of thought, of reflection, in modern epochs is not without its 
penalties; in the unsound, in the over-tasked, in the over-sensitive, it has produced the most 
painful, the most lamentable results; it has produced a state of feeling unknown to less 

enlightened but perhaps healthier epochs—the feeling of depression, the feeling of  
ennui 

. Depression and 
ennui 
; these are the characteristics stamped on how many of the representative works of modern 

times! they are also the characteristics stamped on the poem of Lucretius. One of the most 
powerful, the most solemn passages of the work of Lucretius, one of the most powerful, the most 

solemn passages in the literature of the whole world, is the well-known conclusion of the third 
book. With masterly touches he exhibits the lassitude, the incurable tedium which pursue men in 
their amusements; with indignant irony he upbraids them for the cowardice with which they 

cling to a life which for most is miserable; to a life which contains, for the most fortunate, 
nothing but the old dull round of the same unsatisfying objects for ever presented. »A man 

rushes abroad,« he says, because he is sick of being at home; and suddenly comes home again 
because he finds himself no whit easier abroad. He posts as fast as his horses can take him to his 
country-seat: when he has got there he hesitates what to do; or he throws himself down moodily 

to sleep, and seeks forgetfulness in that; or he makes the best of his way back to town again with 
the same speed as he fled from it. Thus every one flies from himself. What a picture of  

ennui 
! of the disease of the most modem societies, the most advanced civilizations! »O man,« he 
exclaims again, the lights of the world, Scipio, Homer, Epicurus, are dead; wilt thou hesitate and 

fret at dying, whose life is well-nigh dead whilst thou art yet alive; who consumest in sleep the 
greater part of thy span, and when awake dronest and ceasest not to dream; and carriest about a 

mind troubled with baseless fear, and canst not find what it is that aileth thee when thou 
staggerest like a drunken wretch in the press of thy cares, and welterest hither and thither in the 
unsteady wandering of thy spirit!And again: »I have nothing  more than you have already seen,« 

he makes Nature say to man, »to invent for your amusement; 
eadem sunt omnia semper  

 —all things continue the same for ever.«Yes, Lucretius is modern; but is he adequate? And how 
can a man adequately interpret theactivity of his age when he is not in sympathy with it? Think 
of the varied, the abundant, thewide spectacle of the Roman life of his day; think of its fullness 

of occupation, its energy of effort. From these Lucretius withdraws himself, and bids his 
disciples to withdrawthemselves; he bids them to leave the business of the world, and to apply 

themselves » 
naturam cognoscere rerum 



 —to learn the nature of things;« but there is no peace, no cheerfulness for him either in the 
world from which he comes, or in the solitude to which he goes. With stern effort, with gloomy 

despair, he seems to rivet his eyes on the elementary reality, the naked framework of the world, 
because the world in its fullness and movement is too exciting a spectacle for his discomposed 

brain. He seems to feel the spectacle of it at once terrifying and alluring; and to deliver himself 
from it he has to keep perpetually repeating his 

  
formula of disenchantment and annihilation. In reading him, you understand the tradition which 

represents him as having been driven mad by a poison administered as a love-charm by his 
mistress, and as having composed his great work in the intervals of his madness. Lucretiusis, 
therefore, overstrained, gloom-weighted, morbid; and he who is morbid is no adequate 

interpreter of his age. I pass to Virgil; to the poetical name which of all poetical names has 
perhaps had the most prodigious fortune; the name which for Dante, for the Middle Age, 

represented the perfection of classical antiquity. The perfection of classical antiquity Virgil does 
not represent; but far be it from me to add my voice to those which have decried his genius; 
nothing that I shall say is, or can ever be, inconsistent with a profound, an almost affectionate 

veneration for him. But with respect to him, as with respect to Lucretius, I shall freely ask the 
question, 

 Is headequate? 
Does he represent the epoch in which he lived, the mighty Roman world of his time, as the great 
poets of the great epoch of Greek life represented theirs, in all its fullness, in all its significance? 

From the very form itself of his great poem, the 
 Æneid  
, one would be led to augur that this was impossible. The epic form, as a form for representing 

contemporary or nearly contemporary events, has attained, in the poems of Homer, an 
unmatched, an immortal success; the epic form as employed by learned poets for the 

reproduction of the events of a past age has attained a very considerable success. But for this 
purpose, for the poetic treatment of the events of a 
 past  

age, the epic form is a less vital form than the dramatic form. The great poets of the modern 
period of Greece are accordingly, as we have seen, the 

dramatic 
poets. The chief of these—Æschylus, Sophocles, Euripides, Aristophanes—have survived: the 
distinguished epic poets of the same period—Panyasis, Chœrilus, Antimachus— though praised 

by the Alexandrian critics, have perished in a common destruction with the undistinguished. And 
what is the reason of this? It is, that the dramatic form exhibits, above all, 

the actions of man as strictly determined by his thoughts and feelings 
; it exhibits, therefore, what may be always accessible, always intelligible, always interesting. 
But the epic form takes a wider range; it represents not only the thought and passion of man, that 

which is universal and eternal, but also the forms of outward life, the fashion of manners, the 
aspects of nature, that which is local or transient. To exhibit adequately what is local and 

transient, only a witness, a contemporary, can suffice. In the 
reconstruction 
, by learning and antiquarian ingenuity, of the local and transient features of a past age, in their 

representation by one who is not a witness or contemporary, it is impossible to feel the liveliest 
kind of interest. What, for instance, is the most interesting portion of the 



 Æneid  
,—the portion where Virgil seems to be moving most freely, and therefore to be most animated, 

most forcible? Precisely that portion which has most a dramatic character; the episode of Dido; 
that portion where locality and manners are nothing—where persons and characters are 

everything. We might presume beforehand, therefore, that if Virgil, at a time when contemporary 
epic poetry was no longer possible, had been inspired to represent human life in its fullest 
significance, he would not have selected the epic form. Accordingly, what is, in fact, the 

character of the poem, the frame of mind of the poet? Has the poem the depth, the completeness 
of the poems of Æschylus or Sophocles, of those adequate and consummate representations of 

human life? Has the poet the serious cheerfulness of Sophocles, of a man who has mastered the 
problem of human life, who knows its gravity, and is therefore serious, but who knows that he 
comprehends it, and is therefore cheerful? Over the whole of the great poem of Virgil, over the 

whole 
 Æneid  

, thererests an ineffable melancholy: not a rigid, a moody gloom, like the melancholy of 
Lucretius;no, a sweet, a touching sadness, but still a sadness; a melancholy which is at once a 
source of charm in the poem, and a testimony to its incompleteness. Virgil, as Niebuhr has 

well said, 

  
expressed no affected self-disparagement, but the haunting, the irresistible self dissatisfaction of 
his heart, when he desired on his deathbed that his poem might be destroyed. A man of the most 

delicate genius, the most rich learning, but of weak health, of the most sensitive nature, in a great 
and overwhelming world; conscious, at heart, of his inadequacy for the thorough spiritual 
mastery of that world and its interpretation in a work of art; conscious of this inadequacy—the 

one inadequacy, the one weak place in the mighty Roman nature! This suffering, this graceful-
minded, this finely-gifted man is the most beautiful, the most attractive figure in literary history; 

but he is not the adequate interpreter of the great period of Rome. We come to Horace: and if 
Lucretius, if Virgil want cheerfulness, Horace wants seriousness. I go back to what I said of 
Menander: as with Menander so it is with Horace: the men of taste, the men of cultivation, the 

men of the world are enchanted with him; he has not a prejudice, not an illusion, not a blunder. 
True! yet the best men in the best ages have never been thoroughly satisfied with Horace. If 

human life were complete without faith, without enthusiasm, without energy, Horace, 
like Menander, would be the perfect interpreter of human life: but it is not; to the best, to the 
most living sense of humanity, it is not; and because it is not, Horace is inadequate. Pedants are 

tiresome, men of reflection and enthusiasm are unhappy and morbid; therefore Horace is a 
sceptical man of the world. Men of action are without ideas, men of the world are frivolous and 

sceptical; therefore Lucretius is plunged in gloom and in stern sorrow. So hard, nay, so 
impossible for most men is it to develop themselves in their entireness; to rejoice in the variety, 
the movement of human life with the children of the world; to be serious over the depth, the 

significance of human life with the wise! Horace warms himself before the transient fire of 
human animation and human pleasure while he can, and is only serious when he reflects that the 

fire must soon go out:— Damna tamen celeres reparant cœlestia lunae: Nos, ubi decidimus —
»For nature there is renovation, but for man there is none!«— it is exquisite, but it is not 
interpretative and fortifying. In the Roman world, then, we have found a highly modern, a deeply 

significant, an interesting period—a period more significant and more interesting, because fuller, 
than the great period of Greece; but we have not a commensurate literature. In Greece we have 



seen a highly modern, a most significant and interesting period, although on a scale of less 
magnitude and importance than the great period of Rome; but then, coexisting with the great 

epoch of Greece there is what is wanting to that of Rome, a commensurate, an interesting 
literature. The intellectual history of our race cannot be clearly understood without applying to 

other ages, nations, and literatures the same method of inquiry which we have been here 
imperfectly applying to what is called classical antiquity. But enough has at least been 
said, perhaps, to establish the absolute, the enduring interest of Greek literature, and, above all, 

of Greek poetry. 

 


