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ESSAYS OF ADDISON FROM
THE SPECTATOR

MR SPECTATOR

Non fumum ex fulgore, sed ex fumo dare lucem
Cogitat, ut speciosa dehinc miracula promat.

HOR. A4r7s. Poet. ver. 143
One with a flash begins, and ends in smoke ;
Another out of smoke brings glorious light,

And (without raising expectation high)
Surprises us with dazzling miracles. ROSCOMMON.

1 HAVE observed, that a reader seldom peruses a
book with pleasure, till he knows whether the writer
of it be a black or a fair man, of a mild or choleric
disposition, married or a bachelor, with other parti-
culars of the like nature, that conduce very much to
the right understanding of an author. To gratify
this curiosity, which is so natural in a reader, I de-
sign this paper and my next as prefatory discourses
to my following writings, and shall give some account
in them of the several persons that are engaged in this
work. As the chief trouble of compiling, digesting, and
correcting will fall to my share, I must do myself the
justice to open the work with my own history.

I was born to a small hereditary estate, which,
according to the tradition of the village where it lies,
was bounded by the same hedges and ditches in
William the Conqueror’s time that it is at present,
and has been delivered down from father to son,
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2 MR SPECTATOR

whole and entire, without the loss or acquisition of a
single field or meadow, during the space of six hundred
years. There runs a story in the family, that, when
my mother was gone with child of me about three
months, she dreamed that she was brought to bed of
a judge. Whether this might proceed from a law-suit
which was then depending in the family, or my father’s
being a justice of the peace, I cannot determine; for
I am not so vain as to think it presaged any dignity
that I should arrive at in future life, though that was
the interpretation which the neighbourhood put upon
it. The gravity of my behaviour at my first appear-
ance in the world, and at the time that I sucked, seemed
to favour my mother’s dream; for, as she has often
told me, I threw away my rattle before I was two
months old, and would not make use of my coral until
they had taken away the bells from it.

As for the rest of my infancy, there being nothing
in it remarkable, I shall pass over it in silence. I find
that, during my nonage, | had the reputation of a very
sullen youth, but was always a favourite of my school-
master, who used to say, *“that my parts were solid,
and would wear well.” [ had not been long at the
university, before I distinguished myself by a most
profound silence; for during the space of eight years,
excepting in the public exercises of the college, I
scarce uttered the quantity of a hundred words;
and indeed do not remember that I ever spoke three
sentences together in my whole life. Whilst I was in
this learned body, I applied myself with so much dili-
gence to my studies, that there are very few celebrated
books, either in the learned or the modern tongues,
which I am not acquainted with.

Upon the death of my father, | was resolved to
travel into foreign countries, and therefore left the
university with the character of an odd, unaccount-
able fellow, that had a great deal of learning, if 1
would but show it. An insatiable thirst after know-
ledge carried me into all the countries of Europe in
which there was any thing new or strange to be seen;
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MR SPECTATOR 3

nay, to such a degree was my curiosity raised, that
having read the controversies of some great men con-
cerning the antiquities of Egypt, | made a voyage to
Grand Cairo on purpose to take the measure of a
pyramid; and as soon as I had set myself right in that
particular, returned to my native country with great
satisfaction.

I have passed my latter years in this city, where |
am frequently seen in most public places, though
there are not above half a dozen of my select friends
that know me; of whom my next paper shall give a
more particular account. There is no place of general
resort wherein 1 do not often make my appearance.
Sometimes I am seen thrusting my head into a round
of politicians at Will's, and listening with great atten-
tion to the narratives that are made in those little
circular audiences. Sometimes | smoke a pipe at
Child’s, and while | seem attentive to nothing but the
Postman, overhear the conversation of every table in
the room. I appear on Sunday nights at St James’s
coffee-house, and sometimes join the little committee
of politics in the inner room, as one who comes there
to hear and improve. My face is likewise very well
known at the Grecian, the Cocoa-tree, and in the
theatres both of Drury-lane and the Haymarket. |
have been taken for a merchant upon the exchange for
above these ten years, and sometimes pass for a Jew
in the assembly of stock-jobbers at Jonathan’s. In
short, wherever [ see a cluster of people, I always mix
with them, though I never open my lips but in my own
club.

Thus I live in the world rather as a Spectator of
mankind than as one of the species, by which means |
have made myself a speculative statesman, soldier,
merchant, and artisan, without ever meddling with
any practical part in life. I am very well versed in
the theory of a husband, or a father, and can discern
the errors in the economy, business, and diversions of
others, better than those who are engaged in them;
as standers-by discover blots, which are apt to escape
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4 MR SPECTATOR

those who are in the game. 1 never espoused any
party with violence, and am resolved to observe a strict
neutrality between the Whigs and Tories, unless I shall
be forced to declare myself by the hostilities of either
side. In short, I have acted in all the parts of my life
as a looker-on, which is the character I intend to
preserve in this paper.

I have given the reader just so much of my history
and character, as to let him see I am not altogether
unqualified for the business I have undertaken. As
for other particulars in my life and adventures, I shall
insert them in following papers, as I shall see occasion.
In the meantime, when | consider how much I have
seen, read, and heard, I begin to blame my own taci-
turnity ; and since 1 have neither time nor inclination
to communicate the fulness of my heart in speech, |
am resolved to do it in writing, and to print myself out,
if possible, before I die. I have been often told by my
friends, that it is pity so many useful discoveries which
I have made should be in the possession of a silent man.
For this reason, therefore, I shall publish a sheet-full
of thoughts every morning, for the benefit of my con-
temporaries; and if I can in any way contribute to
the diversion or improvement of the country in which
I live, I shall leave it when I am summoned out of it,
with the secret satisfaction of thinking that I have not
lived in vain.

There are three very material points which I have
not spoken to in this paper: and which, for several
important reasons, I must keep to myself, at least for
some time: I mean an account of my name, age, and
lodgings. I must confess, I would gratify my reader
in any thing that is reasonable; but as for these three
particulars, though I am sensible they might tend very
much to the embellishment of my paper, I cannot yet
come to a resolution of communicating them to the
public. They would indeed draw me out of that
obscurity which I have enjoyed for many years, and
expose me in public places to several salutes and
civilities, which have been always very disagreeable
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MR SPECTATOR 5

to me; for the greatest pain I can suffer, is the being
talked to, and being stared at., It is for this reason,
likewise, that I keep my complexion and dress as very
great secrets ; though it is not impossible but 1 may
make discoveries of both in the progress of the work I
have undertaken.

After having been thus particular upon myself, I
shall in to-morrow’s paper give an account of those
gentlemen who are concerned with me in this work:
for, as I have before intimated, a plan of it is laid and
concerted (as all other matters of importance are) in a
club. However, as my friends have engaged me to
stand in the front, those who have a mind to corre-
spond with me may direct their letters to the Spectator,
at Mr Buckley’s, in Little Britain. For I must further
acquaint the reader, that though our club meets only
on Tuesdays and Thursdays, we have appointed a
committee to sit every night for the inspection of all
such papers as may coantribute to the advancement of
the public weal.

STAGE REALISM

Spectatum admissi risum teneatis?
HOR. Ars. Poet. ver. 3.
Admitted to the sight, would you not laugh?

An opera may be allowed to be extravagantly lavish
in its decorations, as its only design is to gratify the
senses, and keep up an indolent attention in the audi-
ence. Common sense however requires, that there
should be nothing in the scenes and machines which
may appear childish and absurd. How would the
wits of King Charles’s time have laughed to have seen
Nicolini exposed to a tempest in robes of ermine, and
sailing in an open boat upon a sea of pasteboard?
What a field of raillery would they have been led into,
bad they been entertained with painted dragons spit-
ting wildfire, enchanted chariots drawn by Flanders
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6 STAGE REALISM

mares, and real cascades in artificial landscapes? A
little skill in criticism would inform us, that shadows
and realities ought not to be mixzed together in the same
piece; and that the scenes which are designed as the
representations of nature should be filled with resem-
blances, and not with the things themselves. If one
would represent a wide champaign country filled with
herds and flocks, it would be ridiculous to draw the
country only upon the scenes, and to crowd several
parts of the stage with sheep and oxen. This is joining
together inconsistencies, and making the decoration
partly real, and partly imaginary. I would recommend
what | have here said to the directors, as well as to
the admirers, of our modern opera.

As | was walking in the streets about a fortnight
ago, I saw an ordinary fellow carrying a cage full of
little birds upon his shoulder; and, as I was wondering
with myself what use he would put them to, he was
met very luckily by an acquaintance, who had the
same curiosity. Upon his asking what he had upon
his shoulder, he told him that he had been buying
sparrows for the opera. ¢ Sparrows for the opera,”
says his friend, licking his lips ; ‘“what! are they to be
roasted ?”’—* No, no,” says the other, “they are to
enter towards the end of the first act, and to fly about
the stage.”

This strange dialogue awakened my curiosity so far,
that I immediately bought the opera, by which means
I perceived the sparrows were to act the part of singing
birds in a delightful grove; though upon a nearer
inquiry I found the sparrows put the same trick upon
the audience that Sir Martin Mar-all practised upon
his mistress; for though they flew in sight, the music
proceeded from a concert of flageolets and bird-calls,
which were planted behind the scenes. At the same
time 1 made this discovery, I found by the discourse
of the actors, that there were great designs on foot for
the improvement of the opera; that it had been pro-
posed to break down a part of the wall, and to surprise
the audience with a party of a hundred horse, and that
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STAGE REALISM 7

there was actually a project of bringing the New-river
into the house, to be employed in jetteaus and water-
works. This project, as | have since heard, is post-
poned till the summer season, when it is thought the
coolness that proceeds from fountains and cascades
will be more acceptable and refreshing to people of
quality, In the meantime, to find out a more agree-
able entertainment for the winter season, the opera of
Rinaldo is filled with thunder and lightning, illumina-
tions and fire-works, which the audience may look upon
without catching cold, and indeed without much danger
of being burnt; for there are several engines filled with
water, and ready to play at a minute’s warning, in
case any such accident should happen. However, as
I have a very great friendship for the owner of this
theatre, 1 hope that he has been wise enough to
insure his house before he would let this opera be
acted in it.

It is no wonder that those scenes should be very
surprising, which were contrived by two poets of
different nations, and raised by two magicians of dif-
ferent sexes. Armida (as we are told in the argument)
was an Amazonian enchantress, and poor Signior
Cassani (as we learn from the persons represented)
a Christian conjurer (Mago Christiano). 1 mustcon-
fess I am very much puzzled to find how an Amazon
should be versed in the black art, or how a good
Christian, for such is the part of the magician, should
deal with the devil.

To consider the poet after the conjurers, I shall
give you a taste of the Italian from the first lines of
his preface: ‘“ Eccoti, benigno lettore, un parto di
poche sere, che se ben nato di notte, non & perd aborto
di tenebre, ma& si fard conoscere figlio d’ Apollo con
qualche raggio di Parnasso”: “ Behold, gentle reader,
the birth of a few evenings, which, though it be the off-
spring of the night, is not the abortive of darkness,
but will make itself known to be the son of Apollo,
with a certain ray of Parnassus.” He afterwards
proceeds to call Minheer Hendel the Orpheus of our

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781316612569
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-316-61256-9 — Selections from the Spectator

Joseph Addison , Edited by J. H. Lobban
Excerpt
More Information

8 STAGE REALISM

age, and to acquaint us, in the same sublimity of style,
that he composed this opera in a fortnight. Such are
the wits to whose tastes we so ambitiously conform
ourselves. The truth of it is, the finest writers among
the modern ltalians express themselves in such a florid
form of words, and such tedious circumlocutions, as
are used by none but pedants in our own country;
and at the same time fill their writings with such poor
imaginations and conceits, as our youths are ashamed
of before they have been two years at the university.
Some may be apt to think that it is the difference of
genius which produces this difference in the works of
the two nations; but to show that there is nothing in
this, if we look into the writings of the old Italians,
such as Cicero and Virgil, we shall find that the Eng-
lish writers, in their way of thinking and expressing
themselves, resemble those authors much more than
the modern Italians pretend to do And as for the
poet himself, from whom the dreams of this opera are
taken, I must entirely agree with Monsieur Boileau,
that one verse in Virgil is worth all the clinquant or
tinsel of Tasso.

But to return to the sparrows: there have been so
many flights of them let loose in this opera, that it is
feared the house will never get rid of them; and that
in other plays they may make their entrance in very
wrong and improper scenes, so as to be seen flying in
a lady’s bed-chamber, or perching upon a king’s throne
—besides the inconveniences which the heads of the
audience may sometimes suffer from them. I am
credibly informed, that there was once a design of
casting into an opera the story of Whittington and his
Cat, and that, in order to it there had been got to-
gether a great quantity of mice; but Mr Rich, the
proprietor of the playhouse, very prudently considered
that it would be impossible for the cat to kill them all,
and that consequently the princes of the stage might
be as much infested with mice, as the prince of the
island was before the cat’s arrival upon it; for which
reason he would not permit it to be acted in his house.
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STAGE REALISM 9

And indeed 1 cannot blame him; for, as he said very
well upon that occasion, I do not hear that any of the
performers in our opera pretend to equal the famous
pied piper, who made all the mice of a great town in
Germany follow his music, and by that means cleared
the place of those little noxious animals.

Before I dismiss this paper, I must inform my reader,
that 1 hear there is a treaty on foot between London
and Wise (who will be appointed gardeners of the play-
house) to furnish the opera of Rinaldo and Armida with
an orange-grove: and that the next time it is acted,
the singing-birds will be personated by tom-tits, the
undertakers being resolved to spare neither pains nor
money for the gratification of the audience.

THE AIM OF THE SPECTATOR

Non aliter quam qui adverso vix flumine lembum

Remigiis subigit ; si brachia forte remisit,

Atque illum in praeceps prono rapit alveus amni.
VIRG. Georg. i. 201.

So the boat’s brawny crew the current stem,

And, slow advancing, struggle with the stream:

But lf they slack their hands, or cease to strive,

Then down the flood with headlong haste they drive.
DRYDEN.

IT is with much satisfaction that I hear this great
city inquiring day by day after these my papers, and
receiving my morning lectures with a becoming serious-
ness and attention. My publisher tells me, that there
are already three thousand of them distributed every
day: so that if I allow twenty readers to every paper,
which [ look upon as a modest computation, 1 may
reckon about threescore thousand disciples in London
and Westminster, who I hope will take care to distin-
guish themselves from the thoughtless herd of their
ignorant and inattentive brethren. Since [ have raised
to myself so great an audience, I shall spare no pains
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10 THE AIM OF THE SPECTATOR

to make their instruction agreeable, and their diversion
useful. For which reasons I shall endeavour to enliven
morality with wit, and to temper wit with morality,
that my readers may, if possible, both ways find their
account in the speculation of the day. And to the end
that their virtue and discretion may not be short,
transient, intermitting starts of thought, [ have resolved
to refresh their memories from day to day, till | have
recovered them out of that desperate state of vice and
folly, into which the age is fallen. The mind that lies
fallow for a single day, sprouts up in follies that are
only to be killed by a constant and assiduous culture.
It was said of Socrates, that he brought Philosophy
down from heaven, to inhabit among men; and I shall
be ambitious to have it said of me, that I have brought
Philosophy out of closets and libraries, schools and
colleges, to dwell in clubs and assemblies, at tea-tables,
and in coffee-houses.

I would therefore in a very particular manner re-
commend these my speculations to all well-regulated
families, that set apart an hour in every morning for
tea and bread and butter ; and would earnestly advise
them for their good to order this paper to be punctually
served up, and to be looked upon as a part of the tea-
equipage.

Sir Francis Bacon observes, that a well-written
book, compared with its rivals and antagonists, is like
Moses'’s serpent, that immediately swallowed up and
devoured those of the Egyptians. I shall not be so
vain as to think, that where the Spectator appears, the
other public prints will vanish: butshall leave it to my
reader’s consideration, whether it is not much better
to be let into the knowledge of one’s self, than to hear
what passes in Muscovy or Poland: and to amuse our-
selves with such writings as tend to the wearing out
of ignorance, passion, and prejudice, than such as
naturally conduce to inflame hatreds, and make enmi-
ties irreconcileable.

In the next place I would recommend this paper to
the daily perusal of those gentlemen whom I cannot
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