












































































































































84 ENGLISH COMPOSITION.

monplaces current about the matters in hand. At
the beginning of my first chapter, I mentioned one
commonplace about sentences which is constantly
turning up. Are not short sentences, I am asked
again and again, a great deal better than long ones?
Perhaps the simplest way of considering what effects
may be produced by various kinds of sentences is to
examine this commonplace, to see how much truth
there is in it, and why.

Before reaching any definite conclusion about long
sentences and short, however, we may conveniently
fix in our minds another, and a far more exact, clas-
sification of sentences, — that which divides them into
periodic and loose. Bain’s definition of a period —
another name for a periodic sentence — will at once
help us to understand this classification and illustrate
it. “In a period,” he says, “the sense is suspended
until the end. Sentences where this is not the case
are termed loose.” Here are two sentences : are they
periodic or loose? The first runs thus, “In a period
the sense is suspended until the end.” Now, clearly
the words, “In a period the sense is suspended,” make
complete sense, and would be a perfectly grammatical
sentence, even if the words “until the end ” never
appeared at all. According to itself, then, this sen-
tence is not a period. What it is the next sentence
tells us: ¢ Sentences where this is not the case,’ it
runs, ¢ are termed loose.”  Bain’s first sentence, then,
is slightly loose, at the word suspended ; his second,
where the sense is incomplete until the very last
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word, —in other words, where the sense is suspended
until the end, — is, like the clause I am now writing,
incontestably periodic.

This classification is obviously exact. KEvery sen-
tence that was ever composed, every sentence that
ever will be, must be either periodic or loose. And in
almost any writer whose work you choose to examine
you will find examples of both kinds. Nobody that I
know of has written wholly in periods; hardly any-
body has avoided periods altogether. But almost
every writer will be found, on examination with this
matter in view, generally to prefer one of these kinds
of sentence to the other; and according as a writer
tends to the use of periodic sentences or of loose, his
style may, without too great a stretch of propriety,
be roughly called a periodic or a loose style. On the
whole, the most periodic of modern English writers
seems to be De Quincey; the loosest, Carlyle. To
get a notion of the striking difference of effect se-
cured by their different habits of syntax, you may
well compare passages from them taken almost at
random.

Of course, there is between them a marked differ-
ence in temper; but difference in temper, we must
always keep in mind, can reveal itself in literature
only by means of the choice and the composition of
the elements of style. And though De Quincey’s
choice of words differs notably from Carlyle’s, it does
not, in my opinion, differ by any means as notably
as his general habit of thought, evinced by his gener









































































































154 ENGLISH COMPOSITION.

once for all puts aside the notion that he is inspired ;
and with it the traditional attitude of the poet who
nibbles away most of the feathers of his quill before
he begins to wear the point. No matter how delicate
our purpose,— even though we contemplate a master-
piece of literature,— the actual task before us is a
sober matter of business; and like any matter of
business, it is to be approached by a man of sense
with the greatest coolness he can command.

In such a case as this a concrete illustration is of
far more value than any amouut of generalization;
and an illustration, by no means a model in other
respects, is at this very moment before us all. I shall
ask no further indulgence for speaking now of the
way in which I have tried to compose these chapters.
My effort has been to make each in itself, and all of
them taken together, a practical illustration of the
principles that I have in mind. And it may be worth
while to say that in my experience as a teacher, and
in what little writing I have found time to do, the
principles that apply to such expository compositions
prove exactly the same that apply to writing of any
kind. A narrative, a description, an argument, a
play, I find, may any and all of them be planned in
very much the same way.

In considering these chapters, then, — just as in
planning a biography or a novel,— the first question
that presented itself concerned the substance of the
matter in hand. What was to be said ; and more im-
portant still, what was to be left unsaid? In the
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present state of human intelligence, I find one is far
more apt to drag in needless, useless, even irrelevant
matter, than to leave out matter really essential. In
answering this question, I found, and 1 know of, no
better guide than the old principle of Unity. Every
composition should group itself about one central
idea. In a sentence, as we saw, this idea is some-
times a single word, and almost always a perfectly
simple assertion. In a paragraph it is apt to be a
thing which phrases itself in a larger way: a para-
graph, we remember, is to a sentence what a sentence
is to a word; and just as the centre of unity in a
sentence is generally a word, so the centre of unity
in a paragraph is generally a sentence. In a whole
composition — like this chapter, or the series of which
it forms a part — the scale is larger still. The centre
of unity may generally be a thing as large as a para-
graph; but if we are to have a unity that is any-
thing more than chance, a centre of anity, and a
thoroughly apprehended one, we must have. In dis-
cussing paragraphs, you will remember, we found that
the most convenient test of unity was whether we could
summarize the paragraph in a single sentence. In
a whole composition the most convenient tes of unity
is whether we can sum up its substance in a single
paragraph. Once for all, then, in composing these
chapters 1 bound myself by this simple condition :
I resolved that no one of them should contain any-
thing that could not ultimately be included in a gen-
eral summary of no more than one paragraph ; and
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274 ENGLISH COMPOSITION.

by so seeing we shall learn, I think, more about it
than we can learn in any other simple way.

Perhaps the easiest way of approaching our task is
for a moment to consider the name for it now before
us. A moment ago I said that any one can feel the
elegance of Addison’s style. Nobody ever had much
less fundamental liking for the somewhat priggish
Whig who gave English literature the “ Spectator” than
that stoutest of Georgian Tories, Samuel Johnson. Yet
Johnson's Life of Addison closes with these words:
« Whoever wishes to attain an English style, familiar
but not coarse, and elegant but not ostentatious, must
give his days and nights to the volumes of Addison.”
The opinion thus expressed has become a tradition.
To this day, Addisonian is a word not infrequently
used to mean that a style has the finest grace. To a
certain extent this is true: if a writer have in view
such purposes as Addison’s, little higher praise can
be given him than that he approaches the standard of
excellence that Addison fixed for the wits of Queen
Anne’s London. In another way, this Addisonian
tradition has given rise to what I believe to be grave
error. 1f to be Addisonian is to be excellent, people
are apt to fancy, not to be Addisonian is to be some-
thing not excellent at all. The logic, when you stop
to think, is obviously imperfect; but as a rule, you
do not stop to think. Now, the most salient trait of
Addison’s style is its politeness, its well-bred restraint;
its complete freedom from any manner of excess. An
admirable trait everybody must admit this, for a great
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many purposes ; but, to go no farther, to be at once
Addisonian and passionate is simply impossible. And
whoever should say that passionate writing cannot
have the trait before us now — the quality that
Pleases the taste —as well as the intellectual qual-
ity .clearncss, and the emotional quality force, would
obviously say something that would make his’notion
of the quality very different from the notion I am
trying to lay before you.

. 'I.‘o get a more comprehensive idea of just what this
18, 1t will be worth while to turn to four passages from
Exlglisll poetry, in which four poets, each notzble at a
different period of our literature, have touched this
matter. Among the beautiful passages which make
Marlowe’s « Tamburlaine,” to whoever knows it well

something far more significant than the surging sea,

o.f bombast for which it stands in tradition, are these
lines on beauty, — .

¢ If all the pens that ever poets held
Had fed the feeling of their masters’ thoughts,
And every sweetness that inspired their hZarts
Their minds, and muses on admired themes; ’
If all the heavenly quintessence they still
From the immortal flowers of poesy,
Wherein, as in a mirror, we perceive
The highest reaches of a human wit,—
If these had made one poem’s period,
And all combined in beauty’s worthiness
Yet should there hover in their restless h’eads,

One' tho.ught, one grace, one wonder, at the least,
Which into words no virtue can digest.”
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