
   [image: Cover: The Lay of the Last Minstrel by Walter Scott]


   
      
         
            Sir Walter Scott
   

            The Lay of the Last Minstrel
   

         

          
   

         
            SAGA Egmont
   

         

      

   


   
      
         
            The Lay of the Last Minstrel

             
   

            Translated by 

             
   

            Copyright © 1805, 2021 Walter Scott and SAGA Egmont

             
   

            All rights reserved

             
   

            ISBN: 9788726553642

             
   

            1st ebook edition

Format: EPUB 2.0 

             
   

            No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrievial system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor, be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

             
   

            www.sagaegmont.com

Saga Egmont - a part of Egmont, www.egmont.com

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Extracts 

from 

the syllabus.
   

         

         The following extracts from the recent Syllabus of the University of Toronto define the scope and character of the examinations in English literature and composition:

         Poetical literature.
   

         The object of the papers for both pass and honors will be to determine whether the candidate understands and appreciates the author’s meaning. This involves the careful study of the form in which the author expresses himself. Paraphrasing, derivation, synonyms, proper names and historical points, figurative language, sentence and paragraph structure, and metrical form, will all be considered solely from this point of view. The biography of the writers and the history of the periods in which they lived, will be dealt with in this connection only in so far as they may have affected the meaning or the form of the texts prescribed. The candidate will also be expected to have memorized the finest passages.

         English composition and prose literature.
      

         For pass and honours: the framing of sentences and paragraphs; paraphrasing of prose; expansion and contraction of prose passages; synonyms; correction of errors; the elements and qualities of style; themes based upon the prose literature prescribed; the critical study of the prose literature prescribed, involving the study of the merits and defects of the author’s language, sentences and paragraphs. On this subject no special paper will be submitted for honors, but in the pass paper there will be for honors a few questions of a more difficult character than some of those set for pass.

      

   


   
      
         
            Preface.
   

         

         How shall English literature be taught is one of the most important questions now under the consideration of educationists. Although to such a question there can be no final answer, still there is a marked approach towards unanimity among those who have revolted from the almost profitless methods of the past, and who are seeking to exalt English literature to its proper place as a branch of knowledge and as a means of culture. Instead of regarding the masterpieces of our language as a fine field for grammatical and philological exercitation, the new vogue regards them as the outpourings of genius and the expressions of art, and directs attention, firstly and chiefly, to the author’s message; secondly, to the striking features and devices of the artistic medium that conveys the message; and thirdly, to the remote and the immediate causes that developed or influenced the author’s literary genius, thus affecting the cast and the coloring of his message. What the author has to say to us is, of course, the main thing for consideration; but how he speaks to us, and why he speaks to us, are questions of vital importance, if we wish to enjoy the full effects of his message.

         This edition of Scott’s “Lay,” it will be seen, follows the new line of literary study which has been prescribed by the University of Toronto and adopted by the other Universities and the Education Department of the Province. Different masters will no doubt use the book in different ways, but whatever modes of treatment may be adopted, all, as far as our schools are concerned, must tend to the object defined in the Syllabus of the University.

         The biographical chapter contains a full account of the causes that led to the development of the romantic poetry of the present century, and examines the literary, political, social and moral environment of the poet up to the date of the production of the “Lay” It would be well for the pupil to give this chapter a careful perusal before he reads the poem itself, in order that he may have a general notion of the conditions under which the work of art was produced. It will be necessary thereafter to make frequent use of the biographical chapter, whenever an examination of the poet’s environment will throw light on the text.

         The explanatory notes which usually run hand in hand with the critical notes have, in the present edition, been assigned to a separate place. These expository and historical notes are intended for the use of the pupil in his first reading of the poem.

         The Critical Introduction is intended mainly for the use of the teacher. In the detailed analysis of the finer passages of the poem, the various topics considered in the twenty-eight sections of this Introduction will need to be discussed. When the pupil has been brought to see the poet’s art in the poem itself, a reference to the Critical Introduction will serve to fix his knowledge and to familiarize him with the rhetorical nomenclature. When the study of the poem has been completed, the pupil’s critical knowledge may then be systematized by reading the Introduction in course.

         An exhaustive critical study of the opening lines of the poem has been attempted in order to show one way in which the Critical Introduction may be employed by the teacher. It will be neither possible nor desirable to treat many passages so exhaustively.

         The Questions and Opinions will be found serviceable at various stages in the pupil’s progress through the poem.
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            Biographical notice.
   

         

         Poeta nascitur non fit has had immemorial acceptance, and yet it is a most fallacious adage. Without the poetic instinct no one, it is true, has ever become a poet, but to ascribe everything to native genius is to belie the literary history of all the great poets of the world. Birth counts for much, but the environment and the epoch are of equal importance. We shall see this strikingly exemplified in the case of Scott. The stars were propitious at his birth, but the favorable surroundings of the “poetic child” in the plastic period of youth, and the powerful literary impulses that had sway at the close of the last century must not be overlooked, in studying the evolution of those metrical romances of which “The Lay” was the first in the order of production, as it is perhaps the first in the order of literary merit.

         In the following brief sketch of the poet’s life, only those circumstances will be noted that throw light on his poetry, or that influenced the growth and bias of his poetic powers. As Scott’s character in all its main features was formed and finished very early, a due share of attention will be devoted to his boyhood.

         Scott was born in Edinburgh on the 15th of August, 1771. He was connected with ancient Scottish families, both on his father’s and on his mother’s side. His great-grandfather was Walter Scott, well known in Teviotdale by the name of Beardie, whose great-grandfather was another Walter Scott, Auld Watt of Harden. The poet had thus a good genealogy for a Border Minstrel.

         Scott’s father was a “Writer to the Signet,”—much the same as an English attorney. His mother was Anne Rutherford, eldest daughter of Dr. Rutherford, professor of medicine in Edinburgh University. His father was a man of high spirit and lofty principle, regulating his household in religious matters with all the formality of a Presbyterian precisian of the old school. The elder Fairford in “Redgauntlet” is a thin disguise of Scott’s own father. The popular notion that a son’s characteristics and distinctions are to be ascribed to a mother’s qualities, receives some confirmation from the case of Scott. His mother had a light and happy temper, a devout spirit, and a cultured mind. She was noted for her skill in story-telling, and for her extensive acquaintance with English literature, especially in the fields of poetry and fiction.

         Walter was the ninth of twelve children, only five of whom lived beyond early youth. Several of the family appear to have had unusual talents, the eldest son, Robert, having a strong turn for literature. Walter shewed every sign of health and strength till he was about eighteen months old, when a fever brought on a lameness which never left him. In his third year the boy was sent for free air and exercise to the country to live with his paternal grandfather, at Sandy Knowe on the Tweed, near Kelso. The boy spent several years in this romantic district, where “every field has its battle and every rivulet its song.” To this happy period the poet refers in “Marmion” (Int. III.):—

         
            
               
                  “And feelings roused in life’s first day,
   

                  Glow in the line and prompt the lay.
   

               

               
                  Yet was poetic impulse given,
   

                  By the green hill and clear blue heaven.
   

                  It was a barren scene and wild,
   

                  Where naked cliffs were rudely piled;
   

                  But ever and anon between
   

                  Lay velvet tufts of loveliest green.
   

               

               
                  And ever by the winter hearth,
   

                  Old tales I heard of woe or mirth;
   

                  Of lovers’ sleights, of ladies’ charms,
   

                  Of witches’ spells, of warriors’ arms;
   

                  Of patriot battles, won of old
   

                  By Wallace wight, and Bruce the bold;
   

                  Of later fields of feud and fight,
   

                  When pouring from their Highland height,
   

                  The Scottish clans in headlong sway.
   

                  Had swept the scarlet ranks away.
   

                  While stretched at length upon the floor,
   

                  Again I fought each combat o’er,
   

                  Pebbles and shells in order laid,
   

                  The mimic ranks of war displayed:
   

                  And onward still the Scottish lion bore,
   

                  And still the scattered Southron fled before.
   

               

               
                  For I was wayward, bold and wild,
   

                  A self-willed imp, a grandame’s child;
   

                  But half a plague and half a jest.
   

                  Was still endured, beloved, caressed,”
   

               

            

         

         In these early days his grandmother and his aunt, Miss Janet Scott, had charge of him, and to them we are indebted for fostering the “poetic impulse.” Up to the age of seven or eight, Walter lived at Sandy Knowe, making occasional excuisions to Edinburgh, and spending part of a year in Bath for his health. We learn much about the literary predilections of this youthful prodigy in the opening chapters of “Waverley,” which Scott himself tells us contain many reminiscences of his own boyhood. He was allowed to learn as he pleased, what he pleased, and when he pleased. He drove through the sea of books like a vessel without a pilot or a rudder. He read Spenser, Shakespeare and Milton. He dived into the earlier dramatists and the old historical chronicles. He was carried away by the dazzling and heart-stirring descriptions of Froissart. It may be thought that these pursuits of young Waverley must surely belong to a later period in the life of Scott, perhaps to the Kelso days, or even later. However this may be, the poet tells us in his autobiography that before he was seven years old he read aloud to his mother Pope’s translation of Homer, and he expresses the opinion that children derive powerful impulses from hearing and reading things which they cannot entirely comprehend. He tells us, further, that the wonderful and the terrible in Pope roused his childish enthusiasm, and that, without intending it, he got by heart a large number of the passages he liked most.

         After his seventh year Scott lived, till his marriage, with his father in Edinburgh. In 1778 he entered the High School, which he attended for four or five years. His school reputation was one of irregular ability. He tells us that he glanced like a meteor from one end of his class to the other. He made a brighter figure in the yards than in the class. His uniform good nature and his tales, which were largely the product of his ready imagination, made him very popular with his classmates. Much of the time of the boys was devoted to classical study. Scott never took kindly to Greek; in fact, he tells us that in after life he could not say the alphabet: but in Latin he attained a high degree of proficiency. He could read any Latin author of any age so as to catch the meaning without difficulty. His teachers frequently praised him for the unerring precision with which he caught the meaning and spirit of the text. His Latin course led him through Cæsar, Livy, Sallust, Virgil, Horace, Terence. In his last year at the High School he made some very successful translations from Horace and Virgil.

         During his High School course Scott spent six months with his aunt, Janet Scott, at Kelso. It is perhaps to these days that many of the references in “Waverley” apply. All his time, with the exception of a few hours each day in the Grammar School of Kelso, was given to English literature. History, poetry, voyages, travels, fairy tales, eastern stories, romances, were devoured with avidity. Ossian and Spenser in these days were his delight. “I could have read Spenser forever,” he tells us. “The quantity of Spenser’s stanzas I could repeat was marvellous.” Scott’s phenomenal memory gave him an early command of language. With him, to like a passage of poetry, a play-house ditty, or a Border-raid ballad, was to remember it.

         It was about this time that Scott became acquainted with that wonderful book, Percy’s “Reliques of Ancient Poetry,”—a book whose influence on English literature, and indeed on Continental literature, can never be estimated. Scott himself gives us a lively account of the effect that the first reading of the “Reliques” had upon him. “I remember well the spot where I read these volumes for the first time. It was beneath a large platanus-tree, in the ruins of what had been intended for an old-fashioned arbour. The summer day sped onward so fast that, notwithstanding the sharp appetite of thirteen, I forgot the hour of dinner, was sought for with anxiety, and was still found entranced in my intellectual banquet. Henceforth I overwhelmed my school-fellows and all who would hearken to me, with tragical recitations from the ballads of Bishop Percy. The first time, too, I could scrape a few shillings together, I bought unto myself a copy of these beloved volumes; nor do I believe I ever read a book half so frequently or with half the enthusiasm.”

         During this happy period at Kelso, Scott became acquainted with the novels of Richardson, Fielding, and Smollett. To this period also the poet afterwards traced the awakening of the delightful feeling for the beauties of external nature, whose sway he always continued to feel. The neighborhood of Kelso was one of the most beautiful in Scotland. From this time forward the love of natural beauty, especially when associated with ancient ruins, became with Scott an insatiable passion.

         In his thirteenth year Scott was sent to the College of Edinburgh. Here, strange to say, he made the greatest progress in mathematics, ethics, philosophy, and history.

         In his fourteenth year he entered his father’s office as an apprentice. He tells us that his desk usually contained a store of miscellaneous volumes, especially works of fiction. During his early apprentice days he and his friend Irving used to compose romances for each other’s amusement. These were read during their walks among the most solitary and romantic districts in the vicinity of Edinburgh. Even their holidays were spent in this odd pastime. About the same time Scott began to collect old ballads. These two or three years had no small effect in directing his imagination to the chivalrous and the romantic in poetry and prose. His researches led him to a knowledge of French, Spanish and Italian. He became familiar with Froissart, with Cervantes, with Tasso, Ariosto, and Dante. He “fastened like a tiger” on every collection of old songs that he stumbled on in whatever language.

         It was in his sixteenth year that Scott met and was noticed by Burns, for whom he ever afterwards retained a deep feeling of reverence. It is somewhat remarkable that no clear trace of Burns’s influence can be detected in Scott’s poems; as, however, it was Burns who in the north raised the taste for simple poetry to something like a passion, Scott’s simple style may owe something to him.

         His five years’ apprenticeship with his father ended in 1789, the date of the outbreak of the French revolution. The next three years he devoted to legal studies, attending the regular lectures in law at Edinburgh University, where David Hume was then the regular lecturer on Scotch law. After three years of “stern, steady, undeviating industry,” Scott assumed the advocate’s gown at the age of twenty-one.

         To an early affection belonging to this period we owe some of the tenderest pages of “The Lay,” and of “Rokeby.” The heroine in each of these works has certain distinctive features “drawn from one and the same haunting dream.” After four years of self-deception, his dream was dispelled by the marriage of Miss Margaret Stuart Belches to another. A sentence from “Peveril of the Peak” may be quoted here:—“It is these little passages of secret history which leave a tinge of romance in every bosom, scarce permitting us, even in the most busy or the most advanced period of life, to listen with total indifference to a tale of true love.”

         In his twenty-third year he began what he called his “raids” into Liddesdale. For seven seasons in succession he visited this romantic district, exploring every rivulet and every ruined peel, observing the wild manners of the natives, and noting down every anecdote and every ballad that he heard. Liddesdale has been called “the nursery-ground of his genius.” At any rate, to these rambles we owe the “Minstrelsy of the Border.” “He was makin’ himsell a’ the time,” as a friend of his said, “but he didna ken may be what he was about till years had passed: at first he thought o’ little I dare say but the queerness and the fun.”

         Already in Edinburgh some interest had been excited in the rising literature of Germany. Just before he began his “Liddesdale Raids” he had joined a German class, and had soon been able to taste in the original the beauties of Goethe and Schiller. The ultimate determination of his literary ambition was mainly due to the example of the great founders of the German drama and romance. In his twenty-fifth year he translated Bürger’s “Lenore,” and in the following year his “Wild Huntsman.” About the same time he versified some lyrical fragments of Goethe.

         In 1797 the fears of a French invasion were becoming every day more serious. The shock of the French revolution had disturbed all Europe; and England, having joined the mon archical alliance, which aimed at compelling France to restore the old order of things, now feared an invasion of revenge. “The revolutionary movement, which had been a few years before an inspiration to Wordsworth and Coleridge, now stirred up re-action in Scott.” He regarded the revolution with aversion, as it seemed to him “merely vulgar and levelling.” He had been before only a poetical Jacobite; he now became a full-fledged and fervent Tory. With all the spirit of a mosstrooper he formed the project of organizing a corps of mounted volunteers. The organization was effected, with himself as quarter-master, and the corps was accepted by the government under the designation of “The Royal Edinburgh Light Dragoons.”

         This was the year of Scott’s marriage. On a summer tour he met at Gillsland, in Cumberland, a lively beauty who fixed his matrimonial fate. Charlotte Margaret Carpenter (or Charpentier) was the daughter of a French royalist of Lyons. Meeting in August, they were married at Christmas. Scott’s domestic life was a happy one, although his wife, having no great depth of character, gave him neither inspiration nor support in his literary work.

         In 1798 Scott hired a cottage at Lasswade on the Esk, about six miles from Edinburgh, in the midst of some of the most romantic scenery in Scotland. The Esk region is described in “The Gray Brother”:

         
            
               
                  “Sweet are the paths, O passing sweet,
   

                  By Esk’s fair streams that run,
   

                  O’er airy steep, through copsewood deep
   

                  Impervious to the sun.
   

               

               
                  Who knows not Melville’s beechy grove.
   

                  And Roslin’s rocky glen;
   

                  Dalkeith, which all the virtues love,
   

                  And classic Hawthomden.”
   

               

            

         

         In this delightful retreat were produced those original ballads which laid the foundation of his poetic fame. It was his residence at Lasswade and his consequent intimacy with the noble family of Buccleuch that gave form and color to his first great romance.

         In 1799, through the aid of Lewis, who was the author of the romance called “The Monk,” and who had been largely influential in stimulating the young poet’s ambition in the direction of romance, Scott gained publication for his version of Goethe’s tragedy, “Goetz von Berlichingen.” The attempt was favorably received by the critics. “Goethe’s tragedy was the first fruit of the passionate admiration for Shakespeare, which at that period made such a marked impression on the imaginative literature of Germany.” The influence of Goethe on Scott seems to have been very great. As Percy’s Reliques impelled him to edit the old ballads of Scotland, so “Goetz” had much to do in influencing him to attempt in his later works a more extensive treatment of the wild traditions of these ballads.

         To the same year belong the poet’s first serious attempts in original verse,—four beautiful ballads,—“Glenfinlas,” “The Eve of St. John,” “The Gray Brother,” and “The Fire King.”

         In this year, too, Scott was appointed Sheriff of Selkirk, with £300 a year. The territory was in great part the property of the Duke of Buccleuch, through whose influence the position had been secured for the poet. As the duties of the office were light, Scott devoted himself with renewed vigor to the editing of the Scotch ballads. This work formed his chief occupation in 1800 and 1801, his attendance at the bar and his shrieval duties sharing his attention. About this time Scott met a brother poet, James Hogg, the “Ettrick Shepherd,” a son of genius, though a rude peasant.

         In 1802, when Scott was thirty-one, he published the first two volumes of “The Border Minstrelsy.” These volumes included about forty traditional ballads never before published, along with some of his own imitations of the old ballad poetry. The “Minstrelsy,” which first introduced Scott to the English public as an original writer, was received with admiration by the critics.

         Scott had intended to introduce in the third volume of the “Minstrelsy” a long poem from his own pen,—“a kind of romance of Border chivalry in a light-horseman sort of stanza.” This refers to the first draught of the “Lay of the Last Minstrel.” The “Lay” outgrew the dimensions originally intended, and the third volume of the “Minstrelsy” was issued without it in 1803. In this volume appeared a poem, “Cadyow Castle,” containing many stanzas of high poetic merit. The projected romance, however, was not given to the world for nearly three years. The poem made progress at intervals, mostly when he was in quarters with the troop of horse, and necessarily without his books of reference!

         The resumption of the war in 1803 after the peace of Amiens gave renewed animation to the volunteers which the repeated threats of invasion of the next two or three years did not allow to die. The feeling against the French was intense. In 1804 Scott wrote:

         
            
               
                  “For fiercer than fierce Hengist’s strain,
   

                  More impious than the heathen Dane,
   

                  More grasping than all grasping Rome,
   

                  Gaul’s ravening legions hither come.”
   

               

            

         

         Thus the “Lay” grew up amid the “pride, pomp, and circumstance of glorious war,” which Scott declares always gave him poignant and pleasing sensations. In the battle scene of “The Lady of the Lake” the poet reveals himself:

         
            
               
                  “To hero bound for battle-strife,
   

                  Or bard of martial lay,
   

                  ’Twere worth ten years of peaceful life,
   

                  One glance at their array!”
   

               

            

         

         Scott was by blood a man of martial feelings. To him there was sublimity in the rush of cavalry and the thrill of military music. Those anonymous verses that introduce one of the chapters of “Old Mortality” give us the key to Scott’s personal and poetic character:

         
            
               
                  “Sound, sound the clarion! fill the fife!
   

                  To all the sensual world proclaim,
   

                  One crowded hour of glorious life
   

                  Is worth an age without a name.”
   

               

            

         

         It was during the autumn of 1803 that Scott first met Wordsworth. The English poet and his sister Dorothy had just completed their tour of the Highlands. On a morning of September the two poets met at Lasswade. Wordsworth tells us that Scott partly read and partly recited, some times in an enthusiastic kind of chant, the first four cantos of “The Lay.” “The novelty of the manners, the clear picturesque descriptions, and the easy glowing energy of much of the verse greatly delighted me,” writes Wordsworth. It may here be said that the English poet always regarded “The Lay” as the finest of Scott’s poems.

         In 1804, on account of the duties of his shrievalty, Scott moved from Lasswade to Ashestiel, on the south bank of the Tweed, near Selkirk, in a wild pastoral country, a beautiful situation for the residence of a poet.

         In the first week of January, 1805, at the age of thirty-four, Scott published his first great poem, “The Lay of the Last Minstrel.” The wonderlul enthusiasm it evoked decided that he was to devote his life to literature. Some interesting incidents in connection with the inception of the “The Lay” will be given separately.

         By long study, by collecting traditions, by mixing with men of all ranks in society, by brooding over poetic thoughts and imaginative visions, Scott had now ready at hand almost all the materials on which he was to continue to work for over a quarter of a century. After delighting the world for some years with his metrical romances, of which the finest are “Marmion,” “The Lady of the Lake,” and “Rokeby,” he turned to the field of prose romance, where he gained unrivalled fame by his Waverley Novels. A review of this period of varied and marvellous production need not be given here, since our main business is with “The Lay,” and since all has been told that the British public knew, or could know, of the poet when his first great poem came fresh into their hands in 1805.

         The history of “the lay.”
   

         Scott himself has given us the literary history of “The Lay.” Let him tell his own story:—

         “Accident dictated both theme and measure. The lovely young Countess of Dalkeith, afterwards Duchess of Buccleuch, had come to the land of her husband with the desire of making herself acquainted with its traditions and customs, as well as its manners and history Of course, where all made it a pride and pleasure to gratify her wishes, she soon heard enough of Border lore; among others, an aged gentleman of property communicated to her ladyship the story of Gilpin Horner, a tradition in which the narrator, and many more of that country, were firm believers. The young Countess, much delighted with the legend, and the gravity and full confidence with which it was told, enjoined on me as a task to compose a ballad on the subject. Of course, to hear was to obey; and thus the goblin story, objected to by several critics as an excrescence upon the poem, was, in fact, the occasion of its being written.

         “A chance similar to that which dictated the subject, gave me also the hint of a new mode of treating it. We had at that time the lease of a pleasant cottage, near Lasswade, on the romantic banks of the Esk, to which we escaped when the vacations of the court permitted me so much leisure. Here I had the pleasure to receive a visit from Mr. Stoddart, who was at that time collecting the particulars which he afterwards embodied in his remarks on Local Scenery in Scotland. … He made me better acquainted than I had hitherto been with the poetic effusions which have since made the Lakes of Westmoreland, and the authors by whom they have been sung, so famous wherever the English tongue is spoken. I was already acquainted with ‘Joan of Arc,’ the ‘Thalaba’ and the ‘Metrical Ballads’ of Mr. Southey, which had found their way to Scotland, and were generally admired. But Mr. Stoddart, who had the advantage of personal friendship with the authors, and who possessed a strong memory with an excellent taste, was able to repeat to me many long specimens of their poetry which had not yet appeared in print. Amongst others was the striking fragment called ‘Christabel,’ by Mr. Coleridge, which, from the singularly irregular structure of the stanzas, and the liberty which it allowed the author to adapt the sound to the sense, seemed to be exactly suited to such an extravaganza as I meditated on the subject of Gilpin Horner. As applied to comic and humorous poetry, this mescolanza of measures had been already used by Hall and others; but it was in ‘Christabel’ that I first found it used in serious poetry, and it is to Mr. Coleridge that I am bound to make the acknowledgment due from the pupil to his master.

         “I did not immediately proceed on my projected labor, though I was now furnished with a subject, and with a structure of verse which might have the effect of novelty to the public ear, and afford the author an opportunity of varying his measure with the variations of a romantic theme. On the contrary, it was, to the best of my recollection, more than a year after Mr. Stoddart’s visit, that, by way of experiment, I composed the first two or three stanzas of ‘The Lay of the Last Minstrel.’ I was shortly afterwards visited by two intimate friends whom I was in the habit of consulting on my attempts in composition, having equal confidence in their sound taste and friendly sincerity. As neither of the friends said much to me on the subject of the stanzas I showed them, before their departure, I had no doubt that their disgust had been greater than their good nature chose to express. Looking upon them, therefore, as a failure, I threw the manuscript into the fire and thought as little more as I could of the matter. Some time afterwards I met one of my two counsellors, who inquired, with considerable appearance of interest, about the progress of the romance I had commenced, and was greatly surprised at learning its fate. He confessed that neither he nor our mutual friend had been at first able to give a precise opinion on a poem so much out of the common road, but that as they walked home together to the city they had talked much on the subject, and the result was an earnest desire that I would proceed with the composition. He also added that some sort of prologue might be necessary to place the mind of the hearers in the situation to understand the poem, and recommended the adoption of such quaint mottoes as Spenser has used to announce the contents of the chapters of the ‘Faery Queen.’ I entirely agreed with my friendly critic in the necessity of having some sort of pitch-pipe, which might make readers aware of the object, or rather the tone, of the publication. But I doubted whether in assuming the oracular style of Spenser’s mottoes, the interpreter might not be censured as the harder to be understood of the two. I therefore introduced the old minstrel as an appropriate prolocutor, by whom ‘The Lay’ might be sung or spoken, and the introduction of whom, betwixt the cantos, might remind the reader at intervals, of the time, place, and circumstances of the recitation. This species of cadre, or frame, afterwards afforded the poem its name of ‘The Lay of the Last Minstrel.’ The work was subsequently shown to other friends during its progress, and having received their imprimatur, it was soon finished, proceeding at about the rate of a canto per week. There was indeed little occasion for pause or hesitation, when a troublesome rhyme might be accommodated by an alteration of the stanza, or where an incorrect measure might be remedied by a variation in the rhyme. It was finally published in 1805, and may be regarded as the first work in which the writer, who has been so voluminous, laid his claim to be considered as an original author.

         “It would be great affectation not to own frankly that the author expected some success from ‘The Lay of the Last Minstrel.’ The attempt to return to a more simple and natural style of poetry was likely to be welcomed at a time when the public had become tired of heroic hexameters, with all the buckram and binding that belong to them of later days. But whatever might have been his expectations, the result left them far behind; for among those who smiled on the adventurous minstrel were numbered the great names of William Pitt and Charles Fox. Neither was the extent of the sale inferior to the character of the judges who received the poem with approbation. Upwards of thirty thousand copies of the ‘Lay’ were disposed of by the trade; and the author had to perform a task difficult to human vanity, when called upon to make the necessary deductions from his own merits, in a calm attempt to account for his popularity.”

         It would be interesting to know what “deductions” the poet made. In accounting for the phenomenal popularity of “The Lay,” we must look beyond the intrinsic merits of the poem. The fact that “The Lay” has retained for nearly a century a large measure of its original popularity, proves that it has genuine excellencies. But what special causes produced the rapturous applause with which the poem was originally received, and gave it an immediate popularity previously unequalled in the history of literature? Circumstances must have favored the advent of such a poem.

         It has been customary to trace the influences of the French Revolution in all the literature of the revolutionary epoch. The thrilling scenes of the great upheaval in France stirred all Europe:

         
            
               
                  “Not favor’d spots alone, but the whole earth,
   

                  The beauty wore of promise—
   

                  …. The inert
   

                  Were roused, and lively natures rapt away!”
   

               

            

         

         The poets, as might be expected, were the most sensitive to the new ideas of liberty, equality and fraternity. In England, Wordsworth, Coleridge and Southey all joined in “the pæans of delivered France.” English statesmen discovered very early, and the poets not long after, that French liberty was spurious, that the extreme of democratic licence was as terrible as the extreme of grinding despotism. Although Wordsworth and his friends soon abandoned their republican sentiments, they never returned to “the meagre, stale, forbidding ways of custom, law and statute,” from which they had revolted in the realm of literature. In 1798, Wordsworth and Coleridge published their “Lyrical Ballads” “as a protest against the prevailing artificial literature of the period.” In these ballads the two poets eschewed the refined and sentimental style of verse, with its elegant and polished diction, which was then in vogue. The false and unnatural diction of contemporary literature, its general inattention to the beauties of external nature, its want of sympathy with the ordinary events and common feelings of mankind, came under the condemnation of these literary reformers. The British public neither appreciated their strictures on their brother poets, nor admired their own original work. In 1800, Wordsworth published his famous Preface, throughout which we can detect a tinge of the animosity which disappointment engenders. He says:—“A multitude of causes, unknown to former times, are now acting with a combined force to blunt the discriminating powers of the mind, and, unfitting it for all voluntary exertion, to reduce it to a state of almost savage torpor. The most effective of these causes are the great national events which are daily taking place, and the increasing accumulation of men in cities where the uniformity of their occupation produces a craving for extraordinary incident which the rapid communication of intelligence hourly gratifies. To this tendency of life and manners, the literature and theatrical exhibitions of the country have conformed themselves. The invaluable works of our elder writers are driven into neglect by frantic novels, sickly and stupid German tragedies, and deluges of idle and extravagant stories in verse.”

         It was to a constituency thus described by the greatest poet of that age that Scott addressed himself in 1805. His genius was ripe and the times were ripe for his genius. The poet and the spirit of the times met each other. Although the “Lay” was incomparably superior to the fictitious literature that had come under Wordsworth’s ban, its freshness and vigor and simplicity satisfied the cravings of the popular appetite.

         Enough has been said to account for the remarkable popularity of the “Lay.” If the poem had been published at any time within the twenty years that terminated the last and opened the present century it would have been received with rapture. But of these twenty years, the year 1805 was the best year for such a poem to appear. “England was then in a heroic mood. Napoleon was thundering at the gates. We were in the heat of a struggle for existence. Branksome Hall, with its warriors keeping watch day and night in complete mail, was a picturesque image of the England of 1805.”

         Scott’s preface.
   

         Scott gives us the design of “The Lay” in his own preface: “The poem now offered to the public is intended to illustrate the customs and manners which anciently prevailed on the Borders of England and Scotland. The inhabitants, living in a state partly pastoral and partly warlike, and combining habits of constant depredation with the influence of a rude spirit of chivalry, were often engaged in scenes highly susceptible of poetic ornament. As the description of scenery and manners was more the object of the author than a combined and regular narrative, the plan of the ancient metrical romance was adopted, which allows greater latitude in this respect than would be consistent with the dignity of a regular poem. The same model offered other facilities, as it permits an occasional alteration of measure, which, in some degree authorizes the change of rhythm in the text. The machinery, also, adopted from popular belief, would have seemed puerile in a poem which did not partake of the rudeness of the old ballad or metrical romance.

         “For these reasons, the poem was put into the mouth of an ancient minstrel, the last of the race, who, as he is supposed to have survived the revolution, might have caught somewhat of the refinement of modern poetry, without losing the simplicity of his original model. The date of the tale itself is about the middle of the sixteenth century when most of the personages actually flourished. The time occupied in the action is three nights and three days.”

         Several statements in this preface call for special attention:

         (a) Scott admits that the customs, manners, scenes, incidents and sentiments of the poem are largely ideal when he admits that he has employed “poetical ornament.” The Borderers of “The Lay” never lived. “If we turn from ballads to the actual story of the frontier raids, it is that common tale of unholy ravage and murder which deserved rather the curse than the consecration of poetry. Scott has brought out the solitary virtue—dauntless bravery—into the foreground, and has thrown the crimes into the shade.” The artificial trappings with which the poet decks his Borderers are not Scottish: they are taken from mediæval romance, probably from the pages of Froissart. No such grandeur as that of Branksome Hall was ever seen in Scotland. Never moved such knights and squires “on Scottish mold.” To say then that Scott was a rebel against the narrow poetic laws of the eighteenth century, as some have done, is misleading. Scott’s nature and habits were conservative. His conceptions of poetic art are those of the eighteenth century. He was not entirely clear of the influence of Pope’s literary canons. “Poetic ornament” is everywhere at work. However much the novelty and energy and picturesqueness of “The Lay” delighted Wordsworth, Scott’s theory of the poetic art was radically at issue with the English poet’s. Wordsworth says: “Poetry is the image of man and nature. There is no necessity to trick out or to elevate nature. No words which the poet’s fancy or imagination can suggest are to be compared with those which are the emanations of reality and truth.” Thomson, Gray and Burns, the immediate predecessors of Wordsworth, had discovered only in part the extent and significance of the doctrine that Wordsworth incessantly preached and practised, that truth is the first law of poetry. Scott, then, belonged to the old rather than to the new school of art, but instead of the dreamy reflection, the tranquil sentiments, and the too frequent monotony of his predecessors, he substituted stirring action, thrilling emotion, and pleasing variety.

         (b) The reference to “the refinement of modern poetry” demands some explanation. If we read the later version of the ballad of Chevy-Chace in Percy’s Reliques, beginning:

         
            
               
                  “God prosper long our noble king, our lives and safetyes’ all;
   

                  A woeful hunting once there did in Chevy-Chace befall,”
   

               

            

         

         and then turn to a characteristic passage of Pope, such as those lines in Windsor Forest, beginning:

         
            
               
                  “Ye vigorous swains! while youth ferments your blood,
   

                  And purer spirits swell the sprightly flood,”
   

               

            

         

         we shall find that Scott’s diction lay half-way between the rudeness and energy of the old ballad and the highly wrought and ornamental style of the eighteenth century. Scott did not eschew poetic diction altogether as Wordsworth claimed to do, but he was no slave to it. While on the one hand he carefully avoided the crudities and vulgarities of the early ballad poetry, on the other he steered clear of that over-refinement which roused Wordsworth’s ire.

         (c) It has been already said that Scott took the first hint of his metre from Coleridge’s “Christabel.” In the preface to. “Christabel” we read: “The metre of the ‘Christabel’ is not, properly speaking, irregular, though it may seem so from its being founded on a new principle: namely, that of counting in each line the accents, not the syllables. Though the latter may vary from seven to twelve, yet in each line the accents will be found to be only four. Nevertheless this occasional variation in the number of syllables is not introduced wantonly, or for the mere ends of convenience, but in correspondence with some transition in the nature of the imagery or passion.” This “new principle,” which by the way we find in English verse as early as Chaucer, Scott adopted with enthusiasm. He carried the principle of variety much further than Coleridge. The accents vary in number from three to five. Innumerable changes are rung upon the rhymes. Everywhere, however, as with Coleridge, variety is the result not of mere wantonness but of a keen sense of poetic harmony.

         (d) What Scott called the “machinery” of the poem is that over which the critics of “The Lay” have had their fiercest fight. Jeffrey, the critic of the “Edinburgh Review,” passed judgment as follows: “The magic of the lady, the midnight visit to Melrose, and the mighty book of the enchanter, which occupy nearly one-third of the whole poem, and engross the attention of the reader for a long time alter the commencement of the narrative, are of no use whatsoever in the subsequent development of the fable, and do not contribute in any degree, either to the production or explanation of the incidents that follow. The whole character and proceedings of the goblin page, in like manner, may be considered as merely episodical; for though he is employed in some of the subordinate incidents, it is remarkable that no material part of the fable requires the intervention of supernatural agency. The young Buccleuch might have wandered into the wood, although he had not been decoyed by a goblin; and the dame might have given her daughter to the deliverer of her son, although she had never listened to the prattlement of the river and mountain spirits.” … “The goblin page is the capital deformity of the poem. He is a perpetual burden to the poet and to the reader: it is an undignified and improbable fiction, which excites neither terror, admiration, nor astonishment; but needlessly debases the strain of the whole work, and excites at once our incredulity and contempt. He is of a servile and brutal nature, and limited in his powers to the indulgence of petty malignity, and the infliction of despicable injuries. Besides this objection to his character, his existence has no support from any general or established superstition. We entreat Mr. Scott to take advantage of any decent pretext he can lay hold of for purging ‘The Lay’ of this ungraceful intruder.” The “intruder,” as Jeffrey called him, was never banished. In his introduction to “The Lay” written twenty-five years after the first publication of the poem, Scott accounts for the presence of the goblin. This delence has already been quoted. The student would do well to consider Jeffrey’s attack in detail. The critic who nine years later greeted Wordsworth’s greatest poem,—“The Excursion”—with the famous salute,—“This will never do!” can hardly be taken as a safe literary guide.

      

   


  
   
    
     
      Critical introduction.
     

    

    
     The purpose of this Critical Introduction and the mode in which it is recommended that it should be employed in tuition have been indicated in the Preface.
    

    
     The principle that has dictated the order in which the topics have been introduced may be easily seen. The Vocabulary of the poet is the subject of section I.; the Sentence in its various aspects, of sections II.-VI.; the Paragraph, of VII. The commonest of the Figures are explained and exemplified in VIII.-XII. Some of the Qualities of Style receive attention in XIII.-XVI. Sections XVII.-XXVI. deal with the principal devices, characteristics, and themes
    

    
    

    
     

    

    
    

    
     
      	
      

      	
      

      	
      

     

    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     
    

    
     
     
     
     
    

    
     

    

    
    

    
    

    
     

    

    
    

    
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
    

    
     

    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     

    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     

    

    
    

    
     

    

    
    

    
     

    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
     
     

     
     

     
     

    

    
    

    
     
     

     
     

    

    
    

    
     
      
      
     

     
      
      
     

    

    
     
     
     
     
     
     
    

    
    

    
     

    

    
     
     
     
     
    

    
     
      
       
       

       
       

      

     

    

    
    

    
     

    

    
     
     
     
     
     
     
    

    
     
     
    

    
     
     

     
      
      
     

    

    
    

    
     

    

    
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
     

    

    
     
     
     
     
    

    
    

    
     

    

    
     
     
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
     

    

    
    

    
     

    

    
     
     
     
     
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
     

    

    
     
     
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
     

    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     
    

    
     
     
    

    
     
     
    

    
     
     
    

    
     
     
    

    
     
     
    

    
     
     
    

    
     
     
    

    
     

    

    
     
     
     
     
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     
     
     
     
     
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     

    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     

    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     

    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     

    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     

    

    
    

    
     
     
    

    
     

    

    
     
     
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
     

    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     

    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     

    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
      
      
     

     
      
      
     

     
      
      
     

    

    
    

    
     
      
      
     

     
      
      
     

     
      
      
     

     
      
      
     

    

    
     

    

    
    

    
     
     
    

    
     

    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
    

    
     
     
     
     
    

    
     
     
    

    
     
     
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     
     
     
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     
    

    
     
     
    

    
     
     
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     

     
     

    

    
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
      
       
       

       
       

      

     

    

    
     
     
    

    
     
      
       
       

       
       

       
       

       
       

      

     

    

    
     
     
    

    
    

   

  

 




    Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy The Lay of the Last Minstrel.

    Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
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