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CHAPTER XVial
THE ERROR OF POMpPOUS HISTORY

“ REAsoN will tell you,” wrote George Hakewill in 1627,
‘“ that old age or antiquii, ‘= to be accounted by the
farther distance from the begimiing and the nearer ap-
proach to the end, the times wherein we now live being
in propriety of speech the most ancient since the wor..'
creation.” The same thought w<s expressed by Giordano
Bruno in' 564, and by Pascal in his I7eatise on Vacuun .
“ For as old age,” th .’ latter writes, ““ is that period Hf
life most rehiote ‘irom infancy, who does not see tha. un’
age in this universal man ought not to be sought - .ue
times nearest his birth, but in . ~se must remoie from
it? " “ These present times,” says Dacor. “‘are the
ancient times, when the world is ancient,-éﬁ:i not those
which we account ancient, ordine refrogradoe by a compu-
tation backward from ourselves.”

It is curious to notice how completely we have all falluu
into the error which these writers expose We speak
naturally of ‘‘ the ¢!2.r days,” auu we attribute “o any
period of the “ olden times '’ an age which is in reaun.,
the sum of all the ages since. We seem to forget that
antiquity, viewed as a period, is only old when we falsely
add to it our own weight of years ; and that antiquities,
as objects, are only hoary when they have taken upon
them the marks of their slow attainment, century by
century, to the venerable age in which we now live. - It
is th= T,esent that is old and hoary, not the Past. Ttis
~.o-day that is burdened with the cares of advanced life ;
and, as compared with its heavy accountability, the
bygone ages are light-h~arted, irresponsible and unsub-
dued: for it is our own epoch, not theirs, that is en-
crusted with the corrosion of tin e.
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When we e‘Jsay to s udy history we are accustomed to
take the Prasu.nt as o' r standpoint, and, looking back to
some remote ‘period, wle find it old with the years we have
crossed to reach it. 7!ut the historian shauld rather take
the Past as Blis natu'al standpoint, and should forget
To-day; for in dealing with bygone events it is surely
obvious that we have no right to make the circumstances
of our present existence our criterion. We must project
ourselves into the,ycnthful ~zes which we are studying, |
and must cast aside the cambrous habits of thought which
‘have been built up within us by the experiences of our
r- . maturity. There is only one right way to examine
the past years .of mankiad : we must look at them as,
i, lividually, we look at our own childhood, rem-mbering
th sensations and emotions of thc e times and coriiu-
P'4v.g life with those eyes. We cannui hop: o compre-
he..? the outlaok of the Past unless we divest our minds
of a la.ge part of the ..orld’s subsequent experience ;
for the I’~.* is si~ply the nursery of the Present, and.
differs from 1. i1 just that degree in which a boy differs
from a man.

The regarding of former ages as being ancient gnd
fic.ry has led the historian to introduce them to the
reader in an unnecessarily sober and heavy manner. It
has lon< veen the IL..ll. to write ictory as though the
st-.y of the Past were a solemn subject calling for a grave
and even melancholy treatment. The writing of an
historical treatise is usually regarded as a legitimate
opportunity for the display of the author’s turn for
rhythmic prose or kndwledge of punctuation and grammar.
Rolling, dignified words, sentences which frown in their
tremendousness, periods staid and smooth, are employed
as tho means whereby the picture of the Past, as “e sees
it, may be conveyed to the imaginatien of his readers.
Macaulpy even speaks of a certain subject as being
“ héneath 'the dignity of history.” , The historian fails to
see that it is not the glvmg Pur of the facts, but only their
discovery, which requires, ponderous study.
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The men and women who w: lked thg earth in the
days of its youth are not antiquited: the up-to-date:
young men and the modern youn; women'are the real
old fogies, for they are the tenants f the world’s old age,
the products of the most- ancient/ phase of the human
story. To the Past we must go as a relief from To-day’s
harshness; for the Past is spread out before us as a
children’s garden, w.1ere jolly laughter and sudden, quick-
ended tears are to be experienced ; where the waters are
“alive with mermen and the woods are filled with brownies ;
where nymphs and fairies dwell among the flowers, and
enchanted castles crown the hilltops ; where berses die
for fame, and the victors marry kings' 'daughters. There
in that garden we may forget the m.ture cruelty and the
oz of the present tirue ; for if there be wickedness m
the Past, &e.mas: -_,aally name it the thoughtless n..~~' _~f
of childhood.

One contemplates with posii.—e relief. the tortr .es and
massacres of the distant ages, for tne,” are chi'a s play as
compared with the reasoned brutality : .mese wicked
olden days in which we now live. How pleasant it is to
turn from the organised beastliness of our own times to
the irresponsible slaughter of the early Christians in Ro~_’
or to the wholesale impalings and flayings which followed
an Assyrian baitle! T- e lus. -~~~ _ases v - are but
shocked at the suffering inflicted by the inhabitants .. +he
world’s nursery upon one another ; but in the other we
are appalled by the spectacle of humanity’s old men
gleefully slaughtering one another.

The historian should always remcmber that by rights
it is to the days of long ago that he and his readers ought
to turn for those scenes which make their special appeal
to the ~rdent eyes of youth. It is into the early times

“Lat we must all wander when, sick of life’s conformity
and weary of the cramped .tiffness of the conventions
amongst which we move, we would breathe the unzn-
closed air of a freer urder ¢. *hings. He must not, there-
fore, amidst the stately fores. of his phrases hide the
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gateway of this joyou domain both from himself and his
‘followers. It should stand open and unconcealed at the
end of the Lighroad ‘vhich leads from the Present to the
Past ; so that all th)se who make the great adventure
and set out ia searchiof thesforgotten years shall, by his
direction, find that gateway and pass through it into the
land where the burdeu of To-day’s old age drops from the
shoulders and the buoyancy of the e irly times stimulates
and enlivens.

There, in those enchanted regious, men are heroes an.
women are beautiful, and all that the heart desires is'to
be fornd. There, and perhaps only there, grow ; ;" the
tlower of peace and the rose that cannot wither., Be-

vond that gateway suand the gorgeous palaces wL’erem sit
te queens of the young world~ of whosé peautv th~
f.~.. women of our own age hav. but a_c_.uplance.
‘where they rest upon their marble thrones, their loveliness
causin, - the brain to reel .nd the heart to faint ; and into
their pres.nce the “.utiate may penetrate, unchecked and
unannounce. - Here in this garden a man may at will
become one with burly Antony ; and with pleasant arro-
gance may mount the-dais steps to Cleopatra’s side, and
.t his arm about her bewildering shoulders. He may
merge himself into splendid Lucullus, and watch with
mild ar ..emewn: *he ~~ _ cmen. ~f his ¢;l-mvited guests,
(3-_.0 and Pompey, served at a moment’s notice with a
fifty-thousand .drachmae dinner in the sumptuous apart-
ment called “ Apollo .

In the twinkling of an eye, for so mighty is the magic
of the garden, he mzy turn from Lucullus to become that
Roman's enemy, thz swift-footed royal athlete Mithra-
Jaces, wooing the reluctant Monime in the palace of
Miletus on the banks of Meander. Now he is young
Cimon, intoxicated by the beauty of Asteria of Saian.’s;
and now he is Demetrius in the happy toils of the fair
Lamia. 'Mounting the magic carpet he may ledp over
the seas and deserts to Bab:"\.n, whcre, with a gesture, he
may become one with Sar jon, and may parade the hanging
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gardens in the light of the tremencous moon. Away he
may ﬁy once more to the valley of\ the lee,.whence in
the guise of King Unis, he may ascer d the ** ladder of the
sun ”’, burst open the * double gat s of the sky ", and
play with ‘* the imperishable stars ”’

There is no end to the entertaihment which he may
enjoy in the Garderl of the Past; and, coming back,
happy and breathles! . to his home in the Present, is it to
be supposed that he, who i< burstir; with what he has
scen and done, will desite to record in heavy and stately
language the adventures he has experienced in that
1rresp'm51ble playground ? He who writes the history -*
the Pa#- t in pompous phrases has never left the Present.

If, in i ~volt against his urban inacion, a man desires
«o 7~k his heels in the" freedom of other lands, he nee1
not trave: = Mor+. arlo or to Paris, there to shocn G
astonished natives by behaving himself in a. manner ~-c
permitted in the city of his birti.. © he may, inster 4, seat
himself by his fireside and, book in ha."1 mav insport
his cumbrous form to countries and perioc. -which will
view his eccentricities without amazement. Who will
there question his sanity if he dress himself in seaweed
and flounder about the floor, pretending to be a fish
Did not the Society of Inimitable Livers thus amuse
themselves in tu. vov2! palace a. Alor_uuria r v who
will accuse him of intemperance if he take his pia.>
amongst the guests at a feast in Memphis, and dance a
jig for the applause of Pharaoh 7 Has not Pharaoh him-
self said, as Herkhuf tells us, * My Majesty desires to see
this man dance more than the treasure of Sinai, more than
the gifts of Pount ™ ?

If he be in search of joke and jest, can he do better tban®
read the tales of mankind’s youth ? By his fireside, and
ey ..tng no muscle in the search for a merry atmosphere,
he may see the worthy Antigonas, now grown old, walking
the paved street of his city to pay a visit to’ his son,
Demetriu§ who lies iii in you.2~t house. He may watch
the stern old man, as he is abou' to enter the door, met
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by a beautiful damse: who is coming out through it.
Antigonus passes her without a sign, and entering the
sickroom sits*himself ¢own by his son’s bed and feels his
pulse. “ The fever b~'s just left me,”” he may hear the
young man gay. “ Yes,” replies his father, looking
. straight before him, *‘ I.met it going out at the door.”
Or again, with no effort of the ears (Ir eyes, he may see
Marcus Appius rise in his place in a lourt at Rome and
open his final spegc™ for the defe.ce with the words
“I have been desired oy my clicat to employ on his
‘beha.lf industry, eloquence and fidelity . . ."; andle

-hear the caugtic Cicero respond in an undertJne
« And how have you had, the heart not to accede t~'any
oue of his requests ?

.f he be in search of love, there i:* the Past he wil] fi=~
it,, ior the bygone ages contain in thei..~~vec ~" (e love
of uvery man and woman who has ever lived. If he be
concernc i in the pursuit. i beauty, there will he behold
it; for .M the J~~_uness that the sun and moon have
looked upon a, >now become part of the Past. But, above
all, if he be in quest of his childhood, of the high hopes
and the beating pulse of youth, there in the playground
of the Past he will find them.

In recent vears there has been a very considerable
tendenc: amongs. jal.l people .. Tev¥, < within them-
sel,és the pleasures of their childhood by an ardent,
though often somewhat forced, emulation of the habits
of infancy. The charm of the grown man or woman who
can play joyously with children, and can enter enthusi-
astically into their athusements, has been perceived, and
an attempt has beenimade to acqulre this faculty. To
play,with children, hdwever, requires the employment of
a rars talent, of a difficult art ; and there are manv who,
though loving the society of the young, feel aware afte
a while of the loss of a real interest in their pretences.
It-is no Ionger a pleasure nay it is an agony, to fall’head-
long upon the lawn in the r..uher ?n a slain wartior ; it
is with a distressing effort of body and mind that we may
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now crawl under the bed and believe ourselves thus to
have penetrated into an Oriental castle. |

To those who desire to retain tk:ir childlood’s atmos-
phere yet are conscious of these flifficulties: a study of
the days when ‘the world was young comesas the supply-
ing of a long-felt want. We who in our individual lives
realise with sorrowrhow very far /e have travelled from
the schoolroom and the nursery, need not struggle vainly
to revive interest ir. our own forgotten games; we may
hasten instead to tlL.~> world s nildhood, there whole-
heartedly to romp and wrestle, laugh and cry, make-
beli;ve and frolic, with the men and women of the Past.
We shall not find ourselves too clumsy to play with their
toys, nur too big to crawl into fheir l:ouses, for their toys
~+a real arinies and.kingdoms, and their houses r.al
palaces .“ marhle

The writing of the history of the Past—L do not mean
the collection of the data upi~ which the nar-ative is
based—must no longer be regarded «. the par..cilar field
of the very serious : rather let the deeds v~z 0-day claim
the dignified treatment of weighty men; for the Present
and not the Past is the antiquated age, the age hung with
cobwebs, the age that is as old as the hills. The stery
which the historian has to tell should be made to glow in
the imaginatiu.., to be young o4 vi~'. ana i of the
element of life ; for of all men the student of the Past i is
the most closely in touch with Youth.





