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METHODS OF STUDY IN NATURAL HISTORY

 
 
I
 

It is my intention, in this series of papers, to give the history of the progress in Natural History
from the beginning,—to show how men first approached Nature,—how the facts of Natural History
have been accumulated, and how those facts have been converted into science. In so doing, I shall
present the methods employed in Natural History on a wider scale and with broader generalizations
than if I limited myself to the study as it exists to-day. The history of humanity, in its efforts to
understand the Creation, resembles the development of any individual mind engaged in the same
direction. It has its infancy, with the first recognition of surrounding objects; and, indeed, the early
observers seem to us like children in their first attempts to understand the world in which they live.
But these efforts, that appear childish to us now, were the first steps in that field of knowledge which
is so extensive that all our progress seems only to show us how much is left to do.

Aristotle is the representative of the learning of antiquity in Natural Science. The great mind of
Greece in his day, and a leader in all the intellectual culture of his time, he was especially a naturalist,
and his work on Natural History is a record not only of his own investigations, but of all preceding
study in this department. It is evident that even then much had been done, and, in allusion to certain
peculiarities of the human frame, which he does not describe in full, he refers his readers to familiar
works, saying, that illustrations in point may be found in anatomical text-books.1

Strange that in Aristotle’s day, two thousand years ago, such books should have been in general
use, and that in our time we are still in want of elementary text-books of Natural History, having
special reference to the animals of our own country, and adapted to the use of schools. One fact in
Aristotle’s “History of Animals” is very striking, and makes it difficult for us to understand much of
its contents. It never occurs to him that a time may come when the Greek language—the language
of all culture and science in his time—would not be the language of all cultivated men. He took,
therefore, little pains to characterize the animals he alludes to, otherwise than by their current names;
and of his descriptions of their habits and peculiarities, much is lost upon us from their local character
and expression. There is also a total absence of systematic form, of any classification or framework to
express the divisions of the animal kingdom into larger or lesser groups. His only divisions are genera
and species: classes, orders, and families, as we understand them now, are quite foreign to the Greek
conception of the animal kingdom. Fishes and birds, for instance, they considered as genera, and
their different representatives as species. They grouped together quadrupeds also in contradistinction
to animals with legs and wings, and they distinguished those that bring forth living young from those
that lay eggs. But though a system of Nature was not familiar even to their great philosopher, and
Aristotle had not arrived at the idea of a classification on general principles, he yet stimulated a search
into the closer affinities among animals by the differences he pointed out. He divided the animal

1 See Aristotle's Zoölogy, Book I., Chapter xiv.
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kingdom into two groups, which he called Enaima and Anaima, or animals with blood and animals
without blood. We must remember, however, that by the word blood he designated only the red fluid
circulating in the higher animals; whereas a fluid akin to blood exists in all animals, variously colored
in some, but colorless in a large number of others.

After Aristotle, a long period elapsed without any addition to the information he left us. Rome
and the Middle Ages gave us nothing, and even Pliny added hardly a fact to those that Aristotle
recorded. And though the great naturalists of the sixteenth century gave a new impulse to this study,
their investigations were chiefly directed towards a minute acquaintance with the animals they had
an opportunity of observing, mingled with commentaries upon the ancients. Systematic Zoölogy was
but little advanced by their efforts.

We must come down to the last century, to Linnæus, before we find the history taken up where
Aristotle had left it, and some of his suggestions carried out with new vigor and vitality. Aristotle
had distinguished only between genera and species; Linnæus took hold of this idea, and gave special
names to other groups, of different weight and value. Besides species and genera, he gives us orders
and classes,—considering classes the most comprehensive, then orders, then genera, then species. He
did not, however, represent these groups as distinguished by their nature, but only by their range;
they were still to him, as genera and species had been to Aristotle, only larger or smaller groups, not
founded upon and limited by different categories of structure. He divided the animal kingdom into
six classes, which I give here, as we shall have occasion to compare them with other classifications:
—Mammalia, Birds, Reptiles, Fishes, Insects, Worms.

That this classification should have expressed all that was known in the last century of the
most general relations among animals only shows how difficult it is to generalize on such a subject;
nor should we expect to find it an easy task, when we remember the vast number of species (about
a quarter of a million) already noticed by naturalists. Linnæus succeeded, however, in finding a
common character on which to unite most of his classes; but the Mammalia, that group to which
we ourselves belong, remained very imperfect. Indeed, in the earlier editions of his classification,
he does not apply the name of Mammalia to this class, but calls the higher animals Quadrupedia,
characterizing them as the animals with four legs and covered with fur or hair, that bring forth
living young and nurse them with milk. In thus admitting external features as class characters, he
excluded many animals which by their mode of reproduction, as well as by their respiration and
circulation, belong to this class as much as the Quadrupeds,—as, for instance, all the Cetaceans,
(Whales, Porpoises, and the like,) which, though they have not legs, nor are their bodies covered
with hair or fur, yet bring forth living young, nurse them with milk, are warm-blooded and air-
breathing. As more was learned of these animals, there arose serious discussion and criticism among
contemporary naturalists respecting the classification of Linnæus, all of which led to a clearer insight
into the true relations among animals. Linnæus himself, in his last edition of the “Systema Naturæ,”
shows us what important progress he had made since he first announced his views; for he there
substitutes for the name of Quadrupedia that of Mammalia, including among them the Whales, which
he characterizes as air-breathing, warm-blooded, and bringing forth living young which they nurse
with milk. Thus the very deficiencies of his classification stimulated naturalists to new criticism
and investigation into the true limits of classes, and led to the recognition of one most important
principle,—that such groups are founded, not on external appearance, but on internal structure, and
that internal structure, therefore, is the thing to be studied. The group of Quadrupeds was not the only
defective one in this classification of Linnæus; his class of Worms, also, was most heterogeneous, for
he included among them Shell-Fishes, Slugs, Star-Fishes, Sea-Urchins, and other animals that bear
no relation whatever to the class of Worms.

But whatever its defects, the classification of Linnæus was the first attempt at grouping animals
together according to certain common structural characters. His followers and pupils engaged at once
in a scrutiny of the differences and similarities among animals, which soon led to a great increase in
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the number of classes: instead of six, there were presently nine, twelve, and more. But till Cuvier’s time
there was no great principle of classification. Facts were accumulated and more or less systematized,
but they were not yet arranged according to law; the principle was still wanting by which to generalize
them and give meaning and vitality to the whole. It was Cuvier who found the key. He himself
tells us how he first began, in his investigations upon the internal organization of animals, to use
his dissections with reference to finding the true relations between animals, and how, ever after, his
knowledge of anatomy assisted him in his classifications, and his classifications threw new light again
on his anatomical investigations,—each science thus helping to fertilize the other. He was not one of
those superficial observers who are in haste to announce every new fact that they chance to find, and
his first paper2 specially devoted to classification gave to the world the ripe fruit of years of study.
This was followed by his great work, “Le Règne Animal.” He said that animals were united in their
most comprehensive groups, not on special characters, but on different plans of structure,—moulds,
he called them, in which all animals had been cast. He tells us this in such admirable language that
I must, to do justice to his thought, give it in his own words:—

“Si l’on considère le règne animal d’après les principes que nous venons de
poser en se débarrassant des préjugés établis sur les divisions anciennement admises,
en n’ayant égard qu’à l’organisation et à la nature des animaux, et non pas à leur
grandeur, à leur utilité, au plus ou moins de connaissance que nous en avons, ni à
toutes les autres circonstances accessoires, on trouvera qu’il existe quatre formes
principales, quatre plans généraux, si l’on peut s’exprimer ainsi, d’après lesquels
tous les animaux semblent avoir été modelés, et dont les divisions ultérieures, de
quelque titre que les naturalistes les aient décorées, ne sont que des modifications
assez légères, fondées sur le développement ou l’addition de quelques parties, qui ne
changent rien à l’essence du plan.”

The value of this principle was soon tested by its application to facts already known, and it was
found that animals whose affinities had been questionable before were now at once referred to their
true relations with other animals by ascertaining whether they were built on one or another of these
plans. Of such plans or structural conceptions Cuvier found in the whole animal kingdom only four,
which he called Vertebrates, Mollusks, Articulates, and Radiates.

With this new principle as the basis of investigation, it was no longer enough for the naturalist to
know a certain amount of features characteristic of a certain number of animals,—he must penetrate
deep enough into their organization to find the secret of their internal structure. Till he can do this,
he is like the traveller in a strange city, who looks on the exterior of edifices entirely new to him, but
knows nothing of the plan of their internal architecture. To be able to read in the finished structure
the plan on which the whole is built is now essential to every naturalist.

There have been many criticisms on this division of Cuvier’s, and many attempts to change
it; but though some improvements have been made in the details of his classification, all departures
from its great fundamental principle are errors, and do but lead us away from the recognition of the
true affinities among animals.

Each of these plans may be stated in the most general terms. In the Vertebrates there is a
vertebral column terminating in a prominent head; this column has an arch above and an arch
below, forming a double internal cavity. The parts are symmetrically arranged on either side of the
longitudinal axis of the body. In the Mollusks, also, the parts are arranged according to a bilateral
symmetry on either side of the body, but the body has but one cavity, and is a soft, concentrated mass,
without a distinct individualization of parts. In the Articulates there is but one cavity, and the parts
are here again arranged on either side of the longitudinal axis, but in these animals the whole body

2 Sur un nouveau rapprochement à établir entre les Classes qui composent le Règne Animal. Ann. Mus., Vol. XIX.
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is divided from end to end into transverse rings or joints movable upon each other. In the Radiates
we lose sight of the bilateral symmetry so prevalent in the other three, except as a very subordinate
element of structure; the plan of this lowest type is an organic sphere, in which all parts bear definite
relations to a vertical axis.

It is not upon any special features, then, that these largest divisions of the animal kingdom
are based, but simply upon the general structural idea. Striking as this statement was, it was coldly
received at first by contemporary naturalists: they could hardly grasp Cuvier’s wide generalizations,
and perhaps there was also some jealousy of the grandeur of his views. Whatever the cause, his
principle of classification was not fully appreciated; but it opened a new road for study, and gave
us the keynote to the natural affinities among animals. Lamarck, his contemporary, not recognizing
the truth of this principle, distributed the animal kingdom into two great divisions, which he calls
Vertebrates and Invertebrates. Ehrenberg also, at a later period, announced another division under
two heads,—those with a continuous solid nervous centre, and those with merely scattered nervous
swellings.3

But there was no real progress in either of these latter classifications, so far as the primary
divisions are concerned; for they correspond to the old division of Aristotle, under the head of animals
with or without blood, the Enaima and Anaima. This coincidence between systems based on different
foundations may teach us that every structural combination includes certain inherent necessities which
will bring animals together on whatever set of features we try to classify them; so that the division
of Aristotle, founded on the circulating fluids, or that of Lamarck, on the absence or presence of a
backbone, or that of Ehrenberg, on the differences of the nervous system, cover the same ground.
Lamarck attempted also to use the faculties of animals as a groundwork for division among them.
But our knowledge of the psychology of animals is still too imperfect to justify any such use of it.
His divisions into Apathetic, Sensitive, and Intelligent animals are entirely theoretical. He places,
for instance, Fishes and Reptiles among the Intelligent animals, as distinguished from Crustacea and
Insects, which he refers to the second division. But one would be puzzled to say how the former
manifest more intelligence than the latter, or why the latter should be placed among the Sensitive
animals. Again, some of the animals that he calls Apathetic have been proved by later investigators
to show an affection and care for their young, seemingly quite inconsistent with the epithet he has
applied to them. In fact, we know so little of the faculties of animals that any classification based
upon our present information about them must be very imperfect.

Many modifications of Cuvier’s great divisions have been attempted. Some naturalists, for
instance, have divided off a part of the Radiates and Articulates, insisting upon some special features
of structure, and mistaking these for the more important and general characteristics of their respective
plans. All subsequent investigations of such would-be improvements show them to be retrograde
movements, only proving more clearly that Cuvier detected in his four plans all the great structural
ideas on which the vast variety of animals is founded. This result is of greater importance than may at
first appear. Upon it depends the question, whether all such classifications represent merely individual
impressions and opinions of men, or whether there is really something in Nature that presses upon
us certain divisions among animals, certain affinities, certain limitations, founded upon essential
principles of organization. Are our systems the inventions of naturalists, or only their reading of the
Book of Nature? and can that book have more than one reading? If these classifications are not mere
inventions, if they are not an attempt to classify for our own convenience the objects we study, then
they are thoughts which, whether we detect them or not, are expressed in Nature,—then Nature is the
work of thought, the production of intelligence carried out according to plan, therefore premeditated,

3 For more details upon the different systems of Zoölogy, see Agassiz's Essay on Classification in his Contributions to the Natural
History of the United States, Vol. I.
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—and in our study of natural objects we are approaching the thoughts of the Creator, reading His
conceptions, interpreting a system that is His and not ours.

All the divergence from the simplicity and grandeur of this division of the animal kingdom
arises from an inability to distinguish between a plan and the execution, of a plan. We allow the
details to shut out the plan itself, which exists quite independent of special forms. I hope we shall
find a meaning in all these plans that will prove them to be the parts of one great conception and
the work of one Mind.
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II

 
Proceeding upon the view that there is a close analogy between the way in which every

individual student penetrates into Nature and the progress of science as a whole in the history of
humanity, I continue my sketch of the successive steps that have led to our present state of knowledge.
I began with Aristotle, and showed that this great philosopher, though he prepared a digest of all the
knowledge belonging to his time, yet did not feel the necessity of any system or of any scientific
language differing from the common mode of expression of his day. He presents his information as
a man with his eyes open narrates in a familiar style what he sees. As civilization spread and science
had its representatives in other countries besides Greece, it became indispensable to have a common
scientific language, a technical nomenclature, combining many objects under common names, and
enabling every naturalist to express the results of his observations readily and simply in a manner
intelligible to all other students of Natural History.

Linnæus devised such a system, and to him we owe a most simple and comprehensive scientific
mode of designating animals and plants. It may at first seem no advantage to give up the common
names of the vernacular and adopt the unfamiliar ones, but a word of explanation will make the object
clear. Perceiving, for instance, the close relations between certain members of the larger groups,
Linnæus gave to them names that should be common to all, and which are called generic names,—
as we speak of Ducks, when we would designate in one word the Mallard, the Widgeon, the Canvas-
Back, etc.; but to these generic names he added qualifying epithets, called specific names, to indicate
the different kinds in each group. For example, the Lion, the Tiger, the Panther, the Domestic Cat
constitute such a natural group, which Linnæus called Felis, Cat, indicating the whole genus; but the
species he designates as Felis catus, the Domestic Cat,—Felis leo, the Lion,—Felis tigris, the Tiger,
—Felis panthera, the Panther. So he called all the Dogs Canis; but for the different kinds we have
Canis familiaris, the Domestic Dog,—Canis lupus, the Wolf,—Canis vulpes, the Fox, etc.

In some families of the vegetable kingdom we can appreciate better the application of this
nomenclature, because we have something corresponding to it in the vernacular. We have, for
instance, one name for all the Oaks, but we call the different kinds Swamp Oak, Red Oak, White
Oak, Chestnut Oak, etc. So Linnæus, in his botanical nomenclature, called all the Oaks by the generic
name Quercus, (characterizing them by their fruit, the acorn, common to all,) and qualified them as
Quercus bicolor, Quercus rubra, Quercus alba, Quercus castanea, etc., etc. His nomenclature, being so
easy of application, became at once exceedingly popular and made him the great scientific legislator
of his century. He insisted on Latin names, because, if every naturalist should use his own language,
it must lead to great confusion, and this Latin nomenclature of double significance was adopted by
all. Another advantage of this binominal Latin nomenclature consists in preventing the confusion
frequently arising from the use of the same name to designate different animals in different parts of
the world,—as, for instance, the name of Robin, used in America to designate a bird of the Thrush
family, entirely different from the Robin of the Old World,—or of different names for the same
animal, as Perch or Chogset or Burgall for our Cunner. Nothing is more to be deprecated than an
over-appreciation of technicalities, valuing the name more highly than the thing; but some knowledge
of this nomenclature is necessary to every student of Nature.

The improvements in science thus far were chiefly verbal. Cuvier now came forward and
added a principle. He showed that all animals are built upon a certain number of definite plans.
This momentous step, the significance of which is not yet appreciated to its full extent; for, had its
importance been understood, the efforts of naturalists would have been directed toward a further
illustration of the distinctive characteristics of all the plans,—instead of which, the division of the
animal kingdom into larger and smaller groups chiefly attracted their attention, and has been carried
too far by some of them. Linnæus began with six classes, Cuvier brought them up to nineteen, and
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at last the animal kingdom was subdivided by subsequent investigators into twenty-eight classes.
This multiplication of divisions, however, soon suggested an important question: How far are these
divisions natural or inherent in the objects themselves, and not dependent on individual views?

While Linnæus pointed out classes, orders, genera, and species, other naturalists had detected
other divisions among animals, called families. Lamarck, who had been a distinguished botanist
before he began his study of the animal kingdom, brought to his zoölogical researches his previous
methods of investigation. Families in the vegetable kingdom had long been distinguished by French
botanists; and one cannot examine the groups they call by this name, without perceiving, that,
though they bring them together and describe them according to other characters, they have been
unconsciously led to unite them from the general similarity of their port and bearing. Take, for
instance, the families of Pines, Oaks, Beeches, Maples, etc., and you feel at once, that, besides
the common characters given in the technical descriptions of these trees, there is also a general
resemblance among them that would naturally lead us to associate them together, even if we knew
nothing of the other features of their structure. By an instinctive recognition of this family likeness
between plants, botanists have been led to seek for structural characters on which to unite them, and
the groups so founded generally correspond with the combinations suggested by their appearance.

By a like process Lamarck combined animals into families. His method was adopted by French
naturalists generally, and found favor especially with Cuvier, who was particularly successful in
limiting families among animals, and in naming them happily, generally selecting names expressive
of the features on which the groups were founded, or borrowing them from familiar animals. Much,
indeed, depends upon the pleasant sound and the significance of a name; for an idea reaches the
mind more easily when well expressed, and Cuvier’s names were both simple and significant. His
descriptions are also remarkable for their graphic precision,—giving all that is essential, omitting all
that is merely accessory. He has given us the key-note to his progress in his own expressive language:
—

“Je dus donc, et cette obligation me prit un temps considérable, je dus faire
marcher de front l’anatomie et la zoologie, les dissections et le classement; chercher
dans mes premières remarques sur l’organisation des distributions meilleures; m’en
servir pour arriver à des remarques nouvelles; employer encore ces remarques à
perfectionner les distributions; faire sortir enfin de cette fécondation mutuelle des
deux sciences, l’une par l’autre, un système zoologique propre à servir d’introducteur
et de guide dans le champ de l’anatomie, et un corps de doctrine anatomique propre
à servir de développement et d’explication au système zoologique.”

It is deeply to be lamented that so many naturalists have entirely overlooked this significant
advice of Cuvier’s, to combine zoölogical and anatomical studies in order to arrive at a clearer
perception of the true affinities among animals. To sum it up in one word, he tells us that the secret
of his method is “comparison,”—ever comparing and comparing throughout the enormous range
of his knowledge of the organization of animals, and founding upon the differences as well as the
similarities those broad generalizations under which he has included all animal structures. And this
method, so prolific in his hands, has also a lesson for us all. In this country there is a growing interest
in the study of Nature; but while there exist hundreds of elementary works illustrating the native
animals of Europe, there are few such books here to satisfy the demand for information respecting the
animals of our land and water. We are thus forced to turn more and more to our own investigations
and less to authority; and the true method of obtaining independent knowledge is this very method
of Cuvier’s,—comparison.

Let us make the most common application of it to natural objects. Suppose we see together a
Dog, a Cat, a Bear, a Horse, a Cow, and a Deer. The first feature that strikes us as common to any
two of them is the horn in the Cow and Deer. But how shall we associate either of the others with
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these? We examine the teeth, and find those of the Dog, the Cat, and the Bear sharp and cutting,
while those of the Cow, the Deer, and the Horse have flat surfaces, adapted to grinding and chewing,
rather than cutting and tearing. We compare these features of their structure with the habits of these
animals, and find that the first are carnivorous, that they seize and tear their prey, while the others
are herbivorous or grazing animals, living only on vegetable substances, which they chew and grind.
We compare farther the Horse and Cow, and find that the Horse has front teeth both in the upper
and lower jaw, while the Cow has them only in the lower; and going still farther and comparing the
internal with the external features, we find this arrangement of the teeth in direct relation to the
different structure of the stomach in the two animals,—the Cow having a stomach with four pouches,
adapted to a mode of digestion by which the food is prepared for the second mastication, while the
Horse has a simple stomach. Comparing the Cow and the Deer, we find that the digestive apparatus
is the same in both; but though they both have horns, in the Cow the horn is hollow, and remains
through life firmly attached to the bone, while in the Deer it is solid and is shed every year. With
these facts before us, we cannot hesitate to place the Dog, the Cat, and the Bear in one division, as
carnivorous animals, and the other three in another division as herbivorous animals,—and looking a
little farther, we perceive, that, in common with the Cow and the Deer, the Goat and the Sheep have
cloven feet, and that they are all ruminants, while the Horse has a single hoof, does not ruminate, and
must therefore be separated from them, even though, like them, he is herbivorous.

This is but the simplest illustration, taken from the most familiar objects, of this comparative
method; but the same process is equally applicable to the most intricate problems in animal structures,
and will give us the clue to all true affinities between animals. The education of a naturalist, now,
consists chiefly in learning how to compare. If he have any power of generalization, when he has
collected his facts, this habit of mental comparison will lead him up to principles, to the great laws of
combination. It must not discourage us, that the process is a slow and laborious one, and the results
of one lifetime after all very small. It might seem invidious, were I to show here how small is the
sum total of the work accomplished even by the great exceptional men, whose names are known
throughout the civilized world. But I may at least be permitted to speak of my own efforts, and to
sum up in the fewest words the result of my life’s work. I have devoted my whole life to the study
of Nature, and yet a single sentence may express all that I have done. I have shown that there is a
correspondence between the succession of Fishes in geological times and the different stages of their
growth in the egg,—this is all. It chanced to be a result that was found to apply to other groups and
has led to other conclusions of a like nature. But, such as it is, it has been reached by this system
of comparison, which, though I speak of it now in its application to the study of Natural History, is
equally important in every other branch of knowledge. By the same process the most mature results
of scientific research in Philology, in Ethnology, and in Physical Science are reached. And let me say
that the community should foster the purely intellectual efforts of scientific men as carefully as they
do their elementary schools and their practical institutions, generally considered so much more useful
and important to the public. For from what other source shall we derive the higher results that are
gradually woven into the practical resources of our life, except from the researches of those very men
who study science not for its uses, but for its truth? It is this that gives it its noblest interest: it must
be for truth’s sake, and not even for the sake of its usefulness to humanity, that the scientific man
studies Nature. The application of science to the useful arts requires other abilities, other qualities,
other tools than his; and therefore I say that the man of science who follows his studies into their
practical application is false to his calling. The practical man stands ever ready to take up the work
where the scientific man leaves it, and to adapt it to the material wants and uses of daily life.

The publication of Cuvier’s proposition, that the animal kingdom is built on four plans, created
an extraordinary excitement throughout the scientific world. All naturalists proceeded to test it, and
many soon recognized in it a great scientific truth,—while others, who thought more of making
themselves prominent than of advancing science, proposed poor amendments, that were sure to be
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rejected on farther investigation. There were, however, some of these criticisms and additions that
were truly improvements, and touched upon points overlooked by Cuvier. Blainville, especially, took
up the element of form among animals,—whether divided on two sides, whether radiated, whether
irregular, etc. He, however, made the mistake of giving very elaborate names to animals already
known under simpler ones. Why, for instance, call all animals with parts radiating in every direction
Actinomorpha or Actinozoaria, when they had received the significant name of Radiates? It seemed,
to be a new system, when in fact it was only a new name. Ehrenberg, likewise, made an important
distinction, when he united the animals according to the difference in their nervous systems; but he
also incumbered the nomenclature unnecessarily, when he added to the names Anaima and Enaima
of Aristotle those of Myeloneura and Ganglioneura.

But it is not my object to give all the classifications of different authors here, and I will therefore
pass over many noted ones, as those of Burmeister, Milne, Edwards, Siebold and Stannius, Owen,
Leuckart, Vogt, Van Beneden, and others, and proceed to give some account of one investigator who
did as much for the progress of Zoölogy as Cuvier, though he is comparatively little known among
us. Karl Ernst von Baer proposed a classification based, like Cuvier’s, upon plan; but he recognized
what Cuvier failed to perceive,—namely, the importance of distinguishing between type (by which he
means exactly what Cuvier means by plan) and complication of structure,—in other words, between
plan and the execution of the plan. He recognized four types, which correspond exactly to Cuvier’s
four plans, though he calls them by different names. Let us compare them.

Though perhaps less felicitous, the names of Baer express the same ideas as those of Cuvier. By
the Peripheric he signified those in which all the parts converge from the periphery or circumference
of the animal to its centre. Cuvier only reverses this definition in his name of Radiates, signifying the
animals in which all parts radiate from the centre to the circumference. By Massive, Baer indicated
those animals in which the structure is soft and concentrated, without a very distinct individualization
of parts,—exactly the animals included by Cuvier under his name of Mollusks, or soft-bodied animals.
In his selection of the epithet Longitudinal, Baer was less fortunate; for all animals have a longitudinal
diameter, and this word was not, therefore, sufficiently special. Yet his Longitudinal type answers
exactly to Cuvier’s Articulates,—animals in which all parts are arranged in a succession of articulated
joints along a longitudinal axis. Cuvier has expressed this jointed structure in the name Articulates;
whereas Baer, in his name of Longitudinal, referred only to the arrangement of joints in longitudinal
succession, in a continuous string, as it were, one after another. For the Doubly Symmetrical type his
name is the better of the two; for Cuvier’s name of Vertebrates alludes only to the backbone,—while
Baer, who is an embryologist, signifies in his their mode of growth also. He knew what Cuvier did
not know, that in its first formation the germ of the Vertebrate divides in two folds: one turning up
above the backbone, to inclose all the sensitive Organs,—the spinal marrow, the organs of sense, all
those organs by which life is expressed; the other turning down below the backbone, and inclosing
all those organs by which life is maintained,—the organs of digestion, of respiration, of circulation,
of reproduction, etc. So there is in this type not only an equal division of parts on either side, but
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also a division above and below, making thus a double symmetry in the plan, expressed by Baer in
the name he gave it. Baer was perfectly original in his conception of these four types, for his paper
was published in the very same year with that of Cuvier. But even in Germany, his native land, his
ideas were not fully appreciated: strange that it should be so,—for, had his countrymen recognized
his genius, they might have claimed him as the compeer of the great French naturalist.

Baer also founded the science of Embryology, under the guidance of his teacher, Dollinger. His
researches in this direction showed him that animals were not only built on four plans, but that they
grew according to four modes of development. The Vertebrate arises from the egg differently from the
Articulate,—the Articulate differently from the Mollusk,—the Mollusk differently from the Radiate.
Cuvier only showed us the four plans as they exist in the adult; Baer went a step farther, and showed
us the four plans in the process of formation. But his greatest scientific achievement is perhaps the
discovery that all animals originate in eggs, and that all these eggs are at first identical in substance
and structure. The wonderful and untiring research condensed into this simple statement, that all
animals arise from eggs and that all those eggs are identical in the beginning, may well excite our
admiration. This egg consists of an outer envelope, the vitelline membrane, containing a fluid more
or less dense, the yolk; within this is a second envelope, the so-called germinative vesicle, containing
a somewhat different and more transparent fluid, and in the fluid of this second envelope float one
or more so-called germinative specks. At this stage of their growth all eggs are microsopically small,
yet each one has such tenacity of its individual principle of life that no egg was ever known to swerve
from the pattern of the parent animal that gave it birth.
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III

 
From the time that Linnæus showed us the necessity of a scientific system as a framework for

the arrangement of scientific facts in Natural History, the number of divisions adopted by zoölogists
and botanists increased steadily. Not only were families, orders, and classes added to genera and
species, but these were further multiplied by subdivisions of the different groups. But as the number
of divisions increased, they lost in precise meaning, and it became more and more doubtful how far
they were true to Nature. Moreover, these divisions were not taken in the same sense by all naturalists:
what were called families by some were called orders by others, while the orders of some were the
classes of others, till it began to be doubted whether these scientific systems had any foundation
in Nature, or signified anything more than that it had pleased Linnæus, for instance, to call certain
groups of animals by one name, while Cuvier had chosen to call them by another.

These divisions are, first, the most comprehensive groups, the primary divisions, called
branches by some, types by others, and divided by some naturalists into so-called sub-types, meaning
only a more limited circumscription of the same kind of group; next we have classes, and these also
have been divided into sub-classes, then orders and sub-orders, families, sub-families, and tribes; then
genera, species, and varieties. With reference to the question, whether these groups really exist in
Nature or are merely the expression of individual theories and opinions, it is worth while to study the
works of the early naturalists, in order to trace the natural process by which scientific classification
has been reached; for in this, as in other departments of learning, practice has always preceded theory.
We do the thing before we understand why we do it: speech precedes grammar, reason precedes
logic; and so a division of animals into groups, upon an instinctive perception of their differences, has
preceded all our scientific creeds and doctrines. Let us, therefore, proceed to examine the meaning
of these names as adopted by naturalists.

When Cuvier proposed his four primary divisions of the animal kingdom, he added his
argument for their adoption,—because, he said, they are constructed on four different plans. All the
progress in our science since his time confirms this result; and I shall attempt to show that there
are really four, and only four, such structural ideas at the foundation of the animal kingdom, and
that all animals are included under one or another of them. But it does not follow, that, because we
have arrived at a sound principle, we are therefore unerring in our practice. From ignorance we may
misplace animals, and include them under the wrong division. This is a mistake, however, which a
better insight into their organization rectifies; and experience constantly proves, that, whenever the
structure of an animal is perfectly understood, there is no hesitation as to the head under which it
belongs. We may consequently test the merits of these four primary groups on the evidence furnished
by investigation. It has already been seen that these plans may be presented in the most abstract
manner without any reference to special animals. Radiation expresses in one word the idea on which
the lowest of these types is based. In Radiates we have no prominent bilateral symmetry, as in
all other animals, but an all-sided symmetry, in which there is no right and left, no anterior and
posterior extremity, no above and below. They are spheroidal bodies; yet, though many of them
remind us of a sphere, they are by no means to be compared to a mathematical sphere, but rather to an
organic sphere, so loaded with life, as it were, as to produce an infinite variety of radiate symmetry.
The whole organization is arranged around a centre toward which all the parts converge, or, in a
reverse sense, from which all the parts radiate. In Mollusks there is a longitudinal axis and a bilateral
symmetry; but the longitudinal axis in these soft concentrated bodies is not very prominent; and
though the two ends of this axis are distinct from each other, the difference is not so marked that
we can say at once, for all of them, which is the anterior and which the posterior extremity. In this
type, right and left have the preponderance over the other diameters of the body. The sides are the
prominent parts,—they are charged with the important organs, loaded with those peculiarities of the
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structure that give it character. The Oyster is a good instance of this, with its double valve, so swollen
on one side, so flat on the other. There is an unconscious recognition of this in the arrangement
of all collections of Mollusks; for, though the collectors do not put up their specimens with any
intention of illustrating this peculiarity, they instinctively give them the position best calculated to
display their distinctive characteristics, and to accomplish this they necessarily place them in such a
manner as to show the sides. In Articulates there is also a longitudinal axis of the body and a bilateral
symmetry in the arrangement of parts; the head and tail are marked, and the right and left sides
are distinct. But the prominent tendency in this type is the development of the dorsal and ventral
region; here above and below prevail over right and left. It is the back and the lower side that have
the preponderance over any other part of the structure in Articulates. The body is divided from end
to end by a succession of transverse constrictions, forming movable rings; but the character of the
animal, its striking features, are always above or below, and especially developed on the back. Any
collection of Insects or Crustacea is an evidence of this; being always instinctively arranged in such
a manner as to show the predominant features, they uniformly exhibit the back of the animal. The
profile view of an Articulate has no significance; whereas in a Mollusk, on the contrary, the profile
view is the most illustrative of the structural character. In the highest division, the Vertebrates, so
characteristically called by Baer the Doubly Symmetrical type, a solid column runs through the body
with an arch above and an arch below, thus forming a double internal cavity. In this type, the head is
the prominent feature; it is, as it were, the loaded end of the longitudinal axis, so charged with vitality
as to form an intelligent brain, and rising in man to such predominance as to command and control
the whole organism. The structure is arranged above and below this axis, the upper cavity containing
all the sensitive organs, and the lower cavity containing all those by which life is maintained.

While Cuvier and his followers traced these four distinct plans, as shown in the adult animal,
Baer opened to us a new field of investigation in the embryology of the four types, showing that for
each there was a special mode of growth in the egg. Looking at them from this point of view, we
shall see that these four types, with their four modes of growth, seem to fill out completely the plan
or outline of the animal kingdom, and leave no reason to expect any further development or any other
plan of animal life within these limits. The eggs of all animals are spheres, such as I have described
them; but in the Radiate the whole periphery is transformed into the germ, so that it becomes, by the
liquefying of the yolk, a hollow sphere. In the Mollusks, the germ lies above the yolk, absorbing its
whole substance through the under side, thus forming a massive close body instead of a hollow one.
In the Articulate, the germ is turned in a position exactly opposite to that of the Mollusk, and absorbs
the yolk upon the back. In the Vertebrate, the germ divides in two folds, one turning upward, the
other turning downward, above and below the central backbone. These four modes of development
seem to exhaust the possibilities of the primitive sphere, which is the foundation of all animal life,
and therefore I believe that Cuvier and Baer were right in saying that the whole animal kingdom is
included under these four structural ideas.

Leuckart proposed to subdivide the Radiates into two groups: the Coelenterata, including
Polyps and Acalephs or Jelly-Fishes,—and Echinoderms, including Star-Fishes, Sea-Urchins, and
Holothurians. His reason for this distinction is the fact that in the latter the organs are inclosed within
walls of their own, distinct from the body-wall; whereas in the former the organs are formed by
internal folds of the outer wall of the body, as in the Polyps, or are hollowed out of the substance
of the body, as in Jelly-Fishes. This implies no difference in the plan, but merely a difference in
the execution of the plan. Both are equally radiate in their structure; and when Leuckart separated
them as distinct primary types, he mistook a difference in the material expression of the plan for a
difference in the plan itself. So some naturalists have distinguished Worms from the other Articulates
as a separate division. But the structural plan of this type is a body divided by transverse constrictions
or joints; and whether those joints are uniformly arranged from one end of the body to the other, as in
the Worms, or whether the front joints are soldered together so as to form two regions of the body, as
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in Crustacea, or divided so as to form three regions of the body, as in winged Insects, does not in the
least affect the typical character of the structure, which remains the same in all. Branches or types,
then, are natural groups of the animal kingdom, founded on plans of structure or structural ideas.

What now are classes? Are they lesser divisions, differing only in extent, or are they founded
on special characters? I believe the latter view to be the true one, and that class characters have a
significance quite different from that of their mere range or extent. These divisions are founded on
certain categories of structure; and were there but one animal of a class in the world, if it had those
characters on which a class is founded, it would be as distinct from all other animals as if its kind
were counted by thousands. Baer approached the idea of the classes when he discriminated between
plan of structure or type and the degree of perfection in the structure. But while he understands the
distinction between a plan and its execution, his ideas respecting the different features of structure
are not quite so precise. He does not, for instance, distinguish between the complication of a given
structure and the mode of execution of a plan, both of which are combined in what he calls degrees
of perfection. And yet, without this distinction, the difference between classes and orders cannot be
understood; for classes and orders rest upon a just appreciation of these two categories, which are
quite distinct from each other, and have by no means the same significance. Again, quite distinct from
both of these is the character of form, not to be confounded either with complication of structure,
on which orders are based, or with the execution of the plan, on which classes rest. An example will
show that form is no guide for the determination of classes or orders. Take, for instance, a Beche-de-
Mer, a member of the highest class of Radiates, and compare it with a Worm. They are both long
cylindrical bodies; but one has parallel divisions along the length of the body, the other has the body
divided by transverse rings. Though in external form they resemble each other, the one is a worm-like
Radiate, the other is a worm-like Articulate, each having the structure of its own type; so that they do
not even belong to the same great division of the animal kingdom, much less to the same class. We
have a similar instance in the Whales and Fishes,—the Whales having been for a long time considered
as Fishes, on account of their form, while their structural complication shows them to be a low order
of the class of Mammalia, to which we ourselves belong, that class being founded upon a particular
mode of execution of the plan characteristic of the Vertebrates, while the order to which the Whales
belong depends upon their complication of structure, as compared with other members of the same
class. We may therefore say that neither form nor complication of structure distinguishes classes,
but simply the mode of execution of a plan. In Vertebrates, for instance, how do we distinguish the
class of Mammalia from the other classes of the type? By the peculiar development of the brain, by
their breathing through lungs, by their double circulation, by their bringing forth living young and
nursing them with milk. In this class the beasts of prey form a distinct order, superior to the Whales
or the herbivorous animals, on account of the higher complication of their structure; and for the same
reason we place the Monkeys above them all. But among the beasts of prey we distinguish the Bears,
as a family, from the family of Dogs, Wolves, and Cats, on account of their different form, which
does not imply a difference either in the complication of their structure or in the mode of execution
of their plan.
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AGNES OF SORRENTO

 
 

CHAPTER XVIII.
THE PENANCE

 
The course of our story requires us to return to the Capuchin convent, and to the struggles

and trials of its Superior; for in his hands is the irresistible authority which must direct the future
life of Agnes.

From no guilty compliances, no heedless running into temptation, had he come to love her. The
temptation had met him in the direct path of duty; the poison had been breathed in with the perfume
of sweetest and most life-giving flowers: nor could he shun that temptation, nor cease to inhale that
fatal sweetness, without confessing himself vanquished in a point where, in his view, to yield was to be
lost. The subtle and deceitful visit of Father Johannes to his cell had the effect of thoroughly rousing
him to a complete sense of his position, and making him feel the immediate, absolute necessity of
bringing all the energy of his will, all the resources of his nature to bear on its present difficulties. For
he felt, by a fine intuition, that already he was watched and suspected;—any faltering step now, any
wavering, any change in his mode of treating his female penitents, would be maliciously noted. The
military education of his early days had still left in his mind a strong residuum of personal courage
and honor, which made him regard it as dastardly to flee when he ought to conquer, and therefore
he set his face as a flint for victory.

But reviewing his interior world, and taking a survey of the work before him, he felt that sense
of a divided personality which often becomes so vivid in the history of individuals of strong will
and passion. It seemed to him that there were two men within him: the one turbulent, passionate,
demented; the other vainly endeavoring by authority, reason, and conscience to bring the rebel to
subjection. The discipline of conventual life, the extraordinary austerities to which he had condemned
himself, the monotonous solitude of his existence, all tended to exalt the vivacity of the nervous
system, which, in the Italian constitution, is at all times disproportionately developed; and when those
weird harp-strings of the nerves are once thoroughly unstrung, the fury and tempest of the discord
sometimes utterly bewilders the most practised self-government.

But he felt that something must be done with himself, and done immediately; for in a few days
he must again meet Agnes at the confessional. He must meet her, not with weak tremblings and
passionate fears, but calm as Fate, inexorable as the Judgment-Day. He must hear her confession, not
as man, but as God; he must pronounce his judgments with a divine dispassionateness. He must dive
into the recesses of her secret heart, and, following with subtile analysis all the fine courses of those
fibres which were feeling their blind way towards an earthly love, must tear them remorselessly away.
Well could he warn her of the insidiousness of earthly affections; better than any one else he could
show her how a name that was blended with her prayers and borne before the sacred shrine in her
most retired and solemn hours might at last come to fill all her heart with a presence too dangerously
dear. He must direct her gaze up those mystical heights where an unearthly marriage awaited her, its
sealed and spiritual bride; he must hurry her footsteps onward to the irrevocable issue.

All this was before him. But ere it could be done, he must subdue himself,—he must become
calm and pulseless, in deadly resolve; and what prayer, what penance might avail for this? If all that
he had already tried had so miserably failed, what hope? He resolved to quit for a season all human
society, and enter upon one of those desolate periods of retreat from earthly converse well known in
the annals of saintship as most prolific in spiritual victories.
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Accordingly, on the day after the conversation with Father Johannes, he startled the monks by
announcing to them that he was going to leave them for several days.

“My brothers,” he said, “the weight of a fearful penance is laid upon me, which I must work
out alone. I leave you today, and charge you not to seek to follow my footsteps; but, as you hope to
escape hell, watch and wrestle for me and yourselves during the time I am gone. Before many days
I hope to return to you with renewed spiritual strength.”

That evening, while Agnes and her uncle were sitting together in their orange-garden, mingling
their parting prayers and hymns, scenes of a very different description surrounded the Father
Francesco.

One who looks on the flowery fields and blue seas of this enchanting region thinks that the Isles
of the Blest could scarcely find on earth a more fitting image; nor can he realize, till experience proves
it to him, that he is in the immediate vicinity of a weird and dreary region which might represent no
less the goblin horrors of the damned.

Around the foot of Vesuvius lie fair villages and villas garlanded with roses and flushing with
grapes whose juice gains warmth from the breathing of its subterraneous fires, while just above
them rises a region more awful than can be created by the action of any common causes of sterility.
There, immense tracts sloping gradually upward show a desolation so peculiar, so utterly unlike every
common solitude of Nature, that one enters upon it with the shudder we give at that which is wholly
unnatural. On all sides are gigantic serpent convolutions of black lava, their immense folds rolled into
every conceivable contortion, as if, in their fiery agonies, they had struggled and wreathed and knotted
together, and then grown cold and black with the imperishable signs of those terrific convulsions
upon them. Not a blade of grass, not a flower, not even the hardiest lichen, springs up to relieve
the utter deathliness of the scene. The eye wanders from one black, shapeless mass to another, and
there is ever the same suggestion of hideous monster life,—of goblin convulsions and strange fiend-
like agonies in some age gone by. One’s very footsteps have an unnatural, metallic clink, and one’s
garments brushing over the rough surface are torn and fretted by its sharp, remorseless touch,—as if
its very nature were so pitiless and acrid that the slightest contact revealed it.

The sun was just setting over the beautiful Bay of Naples,—with its enchanted islands, its
jewelled city, its flowery villages, all bedecked and bedropped with strange shiftings and flushes of
prismatic light and shade, as if they belonged to some fairy-land of perpetual festivity and singing,—
when Father Francesco stopped in his toilsome ascent up the mountain, and, seating himself on ropy
ridges of black lava, looked down on the peaceful landscape.

Above his head, behind him, rose the black cone of the mountain, over whose top the lazy
clouds of thin white smoke were floating, tinged with the evening light; around him the desolate
convulsed waste,—so arid, so supernaturally dreary; and below, like a soft enchanted dream, the
beautiful bay, the gleaming white villas and towers, the picturesque islands, the gliding sails, flecked
and streaked and dyed with the violet and pink and purple of the evening sky. The thin new moon
and one glittering star trembled through the rosy air.

The monk wiped from his brow the sweat that had been caused by the toil of his hurried
journey, and listened to the bells of the Ave Maria pealing from the different churches of Naples,
filling the atmosphere with a soft tremble of solemn dropping sound, as if spirits in the air took up and
repeated over and over the angelic salutation which a thousand earthly lips were just then uttering.
Mechanically he joined in the invocation which at that moment united the hearts of all Christians,
and as the words passed his lips, he thought, with a sad, desolate longing, of the hour of death of
which they spake.

“It must come at last,” he said. “Life is but a moment. Why am I so cowardly? why so unwilling
to suffer and to struggle? Am I a warrior of the Lord, and do I shrink from the toils of the camp,
and long for the ease of the court before I have earned it? Why do we clamor for happiness? Why
should we sinners be happy? And yet, O God, why is the world made so lovely as it lies there, why so
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rejoicing, and so girt with splendor and beauty, if we are never to enjoy it? If penance and toil were
all we were sent here for, why not make a world grim and desolate as this around me?—then there
would be nothing to seduce us. But our path is a constant fight; Nature is made only to be resisted; we
must walk the sharp blade of the sword over the fiery chasm to Paradise. Come, then!—no shrinking!
—let me turn my back on everything dear and beautiful, as now on this landscape!”

He rose and commenced the perpendicular ascent of the cone, stumbling and climbing over
the huge sliding blocks of broken lava, which grated and crunched beneath his feet with a harsh
metallic ring. Sometimes a broken fragment or two would go tinkling down the rough path behind
him, and sometimes it seemed as if the whole loose black mass from above were about to slide, like
an avalanche, down upon his head;—he almost hoped it would. Sometimes he would stop, overcome
by the toil of the ascent, and seat himself for a moment on a black fragment, and then his eye would
wander over the wide and peaceful panorama below. He seemed to himself like a fly perched upon
some little roughness of a perpendicular wall, and felt a strange airy sense of pleasure in being thus
between earth and heaven. A sense of relief, of beauty, and peacefulness would steal over him, as
if he were indeed something disfranchised and disembodied, a part of the harmonious and beautiful
world that lay stretched out beneath him; in a moment more he would waken himself with a start,
and resume his toilsome journey with a sullen and dogged perseverance.

At last he gained the top of the mountain,—that weird, strange region where the loose, hot
soil, crumbling beneath his feet, was no honest foodful mother earth, but an acrid mass of ashes
and corrosive minerals. Arsenic, sulphur, and many a sharp and bitter salt were in all he touched,
every rift in the ground hissed with stifling steam, while rolling clouds of dun sullen smoke, and a
deep hollow booming, like the roar of an immense furnace, told his nearness to the great crater. He
penetrated the sombre tabernacle, and stood on the very brink of a huge basin, formed by a wall of
rocks around a sunken plain, the midst of which rose the black cone of the subterraneous furnace,
which crackled and roared and from time to time spit up burning stones and cinders or oozed out
slow ropy streams of liquid fire.

The sulphurous cliffs were dyed in many a brilliant shade of brown and orange by the admixture
of various ores, but their brightness seemed strange and unnatural, and the dizzying whirls of vapor,
now enveloping the whole scene in gloom, now lifting in this spot and now in that, seemed to magnify
the dismal pit to an indefinite size. Now and then there would come up from the very entrails of the
mountain a sort of convulsed sob of hollow sound, and the earth would quiver beneath his feet, and
fragments from the surrounding rocks would scale off and fall with crashing reverberations into the
depth beneath; at such moments it would seem as if the very mountain were about to crush in and
bear him down in its ruins.

Father Francesco, though blinded by the smoke and choked by the vapor, could not be content
without descending into the abyss and exploring the very penetralia of its mysteries. Steadying his
way by means of a cord which he fastened to a firm projecting rock, he began slowly and painfully
clambering downward. The wind was sweeping across the chasm from behind, bearing the noxious
vapors away from him, or he must inevitably have been stifled. It took him some little time, however,
to effect his descent; but at length he found himself fairly landed on the dark floor of the gloomy
inclosure.

The ropy, pitch-black undulations of lava yawned here and there in red-hot cracks and seams,
making it appear to be only a crust over some fathomless depth of molten fire, whose moanings and
boilings could be heard below. These dark congealed billows creaked and bent as the monk stepped
upon them, and burned his feet through his coarse sandals; yet he stumbled on. Now and then his
foot would crush in, where the lava had hardened in a thinner crust, and he would draw it suddenly
back from the lurid red-hot metal beneath. The staff on which he rested was constantly kindling into
a light blaze as it slipped into some heated hollow, and he was fain to beat out the fire upon the
cooler surface. Still he went on half-stifled by the hot and pungent vapor, but drawn by that painful,
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unnatural curiosity which possesses one in a nightmare dream. The great cone in the centre was the
point to which he wished to attain,—the nearest point which man can gain to this eternal mystery
of fire. It was trembling with a perpetual vibration, a hollow, pulsating undertone of sound like the
surging of the sea before a storm, and the lava that boiled over its sides rolled slowly down with a
strange creaking; it seemed the condensed, intensified essence and expression of eternal fire, rising
and still rising from some inexhaustible fountain of burning.

Father Francesco drew as near as he could for the stifling heat and vapor, and, resting on his
staff, stood gazing intently. The lurid light of the fire fell with an unearthly glare on his pale, sunken
features, his wild, haggard eyes, and his torn and disarranged garments. In the awful solitude and
silence of the night he felt his heart stand still, as if indeed he had touched with his very hand the gates
of eternal woe, and felt its fiery breath upon his cheek. He half-imagined that the seams and clefts
which glowed in lurid lines between the dark billows would gape yet wider and show the blasting
secrets of some world of fiery despair below. He fancied that he heard behind and around the mocking
laugh of fiends, and that confused clamor of mingled shrieks and lamentations which Dante describes
as filling the dusky approaches to that forlorn realm where hope never enters.

“Ah, God,” he exclaimed, “for this vain life of man! They eat, they drink, they dance, they sing,
they marry and are given in marriage, they have castles and gardens and villas, and the very beauty
of Paradise seems over it all,—and yet how close by burns and roars the eternal fire! Fools that we
are, to clamor for indulgence and happiness in this life, when the question is, to escape everlasting
burnings! If I tremble at this outer court of God’s wrath and justice, what must be the fires of hell?
These are but earthly fires; they can but burn the body: those are made to burn the soul; they are
undying as the soul is. What would it be to be dragged down, down, down, into an abyss of soul-fire
hotter than this for ages on ages? This might bring merciful death in time: that will have no end.”

The monk fell on his knees and breathed out piercing supplications. Every nerve and fibre
within him seemed tense with his agony of prayer. It was not the outcry for purity and peace, not a
tender longing for forgiveness, not a filial remorse for sin, but the nervous anguish of him who shrieks
in the immediate apprehension of an unendurable torture. It was the cry of a man upon the rack, the
despairing scream of him who feels himself sinking in a burning dwelling. Such anguish has found
an utterance in Stradella’s celebrated “Pietà, Signore,” which still tells to our ears, in its wild moans
and piteous shrieks, the religious conceptions of his day; for there is no phase of the Italian mind that
has not found expression in its music.

When the oppression of the heat and sulphurous vapor became too dreadful to be borne, the
monk retraced his way and climbed with difficulty up the steep sides of the crater, till he gained
the summit above, where a comparatively free air revived him. All night he wandered up and down
in that dreary vicinity, now listening to the mournful roar and crackle of the fire, and now raising
his voice in penitential psalms or the notes of that terrific “Dies Iræ” which sums up all the intense
fear and horror with which the religion of the Middle Ages clothed the idea of the final catastrophe
of humanity. Sometimes prostrating himself with his face towards the stifling soil, he prayed with
agonized intensity till Nature would sink in a temporary collapse, and sleep, in spite of himself, would
steal over him.

So waned the gloomy hours of the night away, till the morning broke in the east, turning all
the blue wavering floor of the sea to crimson brightness, and bringing up, with the rising breeze, the
barking of dogs, the lowing of kine, the songs of laborers and boatmen, all fresh and breezy from
the repose of the past night.

Father Francesco heard the sound of approaching footsteps climbing the lava path, and started
with a nervous trepidation. Soon he recognized a poor peasant of the vicinity, whose child he had
tended during a dangerous illness. He bore with him a little basket of eggs, with a melon and a fresh
green salad.
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“Good morning, holy father,” he said, bowing humbly. “I saw you coming this way last night,
and I could hardly sleep for thinking of you; and my good woman, Teresina, would have it that I should
come out to look after you. I have taken the liberty to bring a little offering;—it was the best we had.”

“Thank you, my son,” said the monk, looking wistfully at the fresh, honest face of the peasant.
“You have taken too much trouble for such a sinner. I must not allow myself such indulgences.”

“But your Reverence must live. Look you,” said the peasant, “at least your Reverence will take
an egg. See here, how handily I can cook one,” he added, striking his stick into a little cavity of a
rock, from which, as from an escape-valve, hissed a jet of hot steam,—“see here, I nestle the egg in
this little cleft, and it will be done in a twinkling. Our good God gives us our fire for nothing here.”

There was something wholesomely kindly and cheerful in the action and expression of the man,
which broke upon the overstrained and disturbed musings of the monk like daylight on a ghastly
dream. The honest, loving heart sees love in everything; even the fire is its fatherly helper, and not
its avenging enemy.

Father Francesco took the egg, when it was done, with a silent gesture of thanks.
“If I might make bold to say,” said the peasant, encouraged, “your Reverence should have some

care for yourself. If a man will not feed himself, the good God will not feed him; and we poor people
have too few friends already to let such as you die. Your hands are trembling, and you look worn out.
Surely you should take something more, for the very love of the poor.”

“My son, I am bound to do a heavy penance, and to work out a great conflict. I thank you for
your undeserved kindness. Leave me now to myself, and come no more to disturb my prayers. Go,
and God bless you!”

“Well,” said the peasant, putting down the basket and melon, “I shall leave these things here,
any way, and I beg your Reverence to have a care of yourself. Teresina fretted all night for fear
something might come to you. The bambino that you cured is grown a stout little fellow, and eats
enough for two,—and it is all of you; so she cannot forget it. She is a busy little woman, is Teresina;
and when she gets a thought in her head, it buzzes, buzzes, like a fly in a bottle, and she will have
it your Reverence is killing yourself by inches, and says she, ‘What will all the poor do when he is
gone?’ So your Reverence must pardon us. We mean it all for the best.”

So saying, the man turned and began sliding and slipping down the steep ashy sides of the
mountain cone with a dexterity which carried him to the bottom in a few moments; and on he went,
sending back after him a cheerful little air, the refrain of which is still to be heard in our days in that
neighborhood. A word or two of the gay song fluttered back on the ear of the monk,—

“Tutta gieja, tutta festa.”

So gay and airy it was in its ringing cadence that it seemed a musical laugh springing from sunny
skies, and came fluttering into the dismal smoke and gloom of the mountain-top like a very butterfly
of sound. It struck on the sad, leaden ear of the monk much as we might fancy the carol of a robin over
a grave might seem, could the cold sleeper below wake one moment to its perception. If it woke one
regretful sigh and drew one wandering look downward to the elysian paradise that lay smiling at the
foot of the mountain, he instantly suppressed the feeling, and set his face in its old deathly stillness.
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CHAPTER XIX.

CLOUDS DEEPENING
 

After the departure of her uncle to Florence, the life of Agnes was troubled and harassed from
a variety of causes.

First, her grandmother was sulky and moody, and though saying nothing directly on the
topic nearest her heart, yet intimating by every look and action that she considered Agnes as a
most ungrateful and contumacious child. Then there was a constant internal perplexity,—a constant
wearying course of self-interrogation and self-distrust, the pain of a sensitive spirit which doubts
at every moment whether it may not be falling into sin. The absence of her kind uncle at this time
took from her the strongest support on which she had leaned in her perplexities. Cheerful, airy, and
elastic in his temperament, always full of fresh-springing and beautiful thoughts, as an Italian dell is
of flowers, the charming old man seemed, while he stayed with Agnes, to be the door of a new and
fairer world, where she could walk in air and sunshine, and find utterance for a thousand thoughts
and feelings which at all other times lay in cold repression in her heart. His counsels were always so
wholesome, his sympathies so quick, his devotion so fervent and cheerful, that while with him Agnes
felt the burden of her life insensibly lifted and carried for her as by some angel guide.

Now they had all come back upon her, heavier a thousand-fold than ever they had been before.
Never did she so much need counsel and guidance,—never had she so much within herself to be
solved and made plain to her own comprehension; yet she thought with a strange shiver of her next
visit to her confessor. That austere man, so chilling, so awful, so far above all conception of human
weaknesses, how should she dare to lay before him all the secrets of her breast, especially when she
must confess to having disobeyed his most stringent commands? She had had another interview with
this forbidden son of perdition, but how it was she knew not. How could such things have happened?
Instead of shutting her eyes and turning her head and saying prayers, she had listened to a passionate
declaration of love, and his last word had called her his wife. Her heart thrilled every time she thought
of it; and somehow she could not feel sure that it was exactly a thrill of penitence. It was all like a
strange dream to her; and sometimes she looked at her little brown hands and wondered if he really
had kissed them,—he, the splendid strange vision of a man, the prince from fairyland! Agnes had
never read romances, it is true, but she had been brought up on the legends of the saints, and there
never was a marvel possible to human conception that had not been told there. Princes had come from
China and Barbary and Abyssinia and every other strange out-of-the-way place, to kneel at the feet
of fair, obdurate saints who would not even turn the head to look at them; but she had acted, she was
conscious, after a much more mortal fashion, and so made herself work for confession and penance.
Yet certainly she had not meant to do so; the interview came on her so suddenly, so unexpectedly;
and somehow he would speak, and he would not go when she asked him to; and she remembered how
he looked when he stood right before her in the doorway and told her she should hear him,—how the
color flushed up in his cheeks, what a fire there was in his great dark eyes; he looked as if he were
going to do something desperate then; it made her hold her breath even now to think of it.

“These princes and nobles,” she thought, “are so used to command, it is no wonder they make
us feel as if they must have their will. I have heard grandmother call them wolves and vultures, that
are ready to tear us poor folk to pieces; but I am sure he seems gentle. I’m sure it isn’t wicked or cruel
for him to want to make me his wife; and he couldn’t know, of course, why it wasn’t right he should;
and it really is beautiful of him to love me so. Oh, if I were only a princess, and he loved me that way,
how glad I should be to give up everything and go to him alone! And then we would pray together;
and I really think that would be much better than praying all alone. He said men had so much more
to tempt them. Ah, that is true! How can little moles that grub in the ground know of the dangers of
eagles that fly to the very sun? Holy Mother, look mercifully upon him and save his soul!”
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Such were the thoughts of Agnes the day when she was preparing for her confession; and all
the way to church she found them floating and dissolving and reappearing in new forms in her mind,
like the silvery smoke-clouds which were constantly veering and sailing over Vesuvius.

Only one thing was firm and never changing, and that was the purpose to reveal everything to
her spiritual director. When she kneeled at the confessional with closed eyes, and began her whispered
acknowledgments, she tried to feel as if she were speaking in the ear of God alone,—that God whose
spirit she was taught to believe, for the time being, was present in His minister before whom her
inmost heart was to be unveiled.

He who sat within had just returned from his lonely retreat with his mind and nerves in a state of
unnatural tension,—a sort of ecstatic clearness and calmness, which he mistook for victory and peace.
During those lonely days when he had wandered afar from human converse, and was surrounded
only by objects of desolation and gloom, he had passed through as many phases of strange, unnatural
experience as there were flitting smoke-wreaths eddying about him.

There are depths in man’s nature and his possibilities which no plummet has ever sounded,—
the wild, lonely joys of fanatical excitement, the perfectly ravenous appetite for self-torture, which
seems able, in time, to reverse the whole human system, and make a heaven of hell. How else can we
understand the facts related both in Hindoo and in Christian story, of those men and women who have
found such strange raptures in slow tortures, prolonged from year to year, till pain became a habit of
body and mind? It is said, that, after the tortures of the rack, the reaction of the overstrained nerves
produces a sense of the most exquisite relief and repose; and so when mind and body are harrowed,
harassed to the very outer verge of endurance, come wild throbbings and transports, and strange
celestial clairvoyance, which the mystic hails as the descent of the New Jerusalem into his soul.

It had seemed to Father Francesco, when he came down from the mountain, that he had left his
body behind him,—that he had left earth and earthly things; his very feet touching the ground seemed
to tread not on rough, resisting soil, but upon elastic cloud. He saw a strange excess of beauty in every
flower, in every leaf, in the wavering blue of the sea, in the red grottoed rocks that overhung the
shore, with their purple, green, orange, and yellow hangings of flower-and-leaf-tapestry. The songs
of the fishermen on the beach, the peasant-girls cutting flowery fodder for the cattle, all seemed to
him to have an unnatural charm. As one looking through a prism sees a fine bordering of rainbow
on every object, so he beheld a glorified world. His former self seemed to him something forever
past and gone. He looked at himself as at another person, who had sinned and suffered, and was now
resting in beatified repose; and he fondly thought all this was firm reality, and believed that he was
now proof against all earthly impressions, able to hear and to judge with the dispassionate calmness
of a disembodied spirit. He did not know that this high-strung calmness, this fine clearness, were only
the most intense form of nervous sensibility, and as vividly susceptible to every mortal impression as
is the vitalized chemical plate to the least action of the sun’s rays.

When Agnes began her confession, her voice seemed to him to pass through every nerve; it
seemed as if he could feel her presence thrilling through the very wood of the confessional. He was
astonished and dismayed at his own emotion. But when she began to speak of the interview with the
cavalier, he trembled from head to foot with uncontrollable passion. Nature long repressed came back
in a tempestuous reaction. He crossed himself again and again, he tried to pray, and blessed those
protecting shadows which concealed his emotion from the unconscious one by his side. But he set his
teeth in deadly resolve, and his voice, as he questioned her, came forth cutting and cold as ice crystals.

“Why did you listen to a word?”
“My father, it was so sudden. He wakened me from sleep. I answered him before I thought.”
“You should not have been sleeping. It was a sinful indolence.”
“Yes, my father.”
“See now to what it led. The enemy of your soul, ever watching, seized this moment to tempt

you.”
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“Yes, my father.”
“Examine your soul well,” said Father Francesco, in a tone of austere severity that made Agnes

tremble. “Did you not find a secret pleasure in his words?”
“My father, I fear I did,” said she, with a trembling voice.
“I knew it! I knew it!” the priest muttered to himself, while the great drops started on his

forehead, in the intensity of the conflict he repressed. Agnes thought the solemn pause that followed
was caused by the horror that had been inspired by her own sinfulness.

“You did not, then, heartily and truly wish him to go from you?” pursued the cold, severe voice.
“Yes, my father, I did. I wished him to go with all my soul.”
“Yet you say you found pleasure in his being near you,” said Father Francesco, conscious how

every string of his own being, even in this awful hour, was vibrating with a sort of desperate, miserable
joy in being once more near to her.

“Ah,” sighed Agnes, “that is true, my father,—woe is me! Please tell me how I could have
helped it. I was pleased before I knew it.”

“And you have been thinking of what he said to you with pleasure since?” pursued the confessor,
with an intense severity of manner, deepening as he spoke.

“I have thought of it,” faltered Agnes.
“Beware how you trifle with the holy sacrament! Answer frankly. You have thought of it with

pleasure. Confess it.”
“I do not understand myself exactly,” said Agnes. “I have thought of it partly with pleasure and

partly with pain.”
“Would you like to go with him and be his wife, as he said?”
“If it were right, father,—not otherwise.”
“Oh, foolish child! oh, blinded soul! to think of right in connection with an infidel and heretic!

Do you not see that all this is an artifice of Satan? He can transform himself into an angel of light.
Do you suppose this heretic would be brought back to the Church by a foolish girl? Do you suppose
it is your prayers he wants? Why does, he not seek the prayers of the Church,—of holy men who
have power with God? He would bait his hook with this pretence that he may catch your soul. Do
you believe me?”

“I am bound to believe you, my father.”
“But you do not. Your heart is going after this wicked man.”
“Oh, my father, I do not wish it should. I never wish or expect to see him more. I only pray

for him that his soul may not be lost.”
“He has gone, then?”
“Yes, my father. And he went with my uncle, a most holy monk, who has undertaken the work

of his salvation. He listens to my uncle, who has hopes of restoring him to the Church.”
“That is well. And now, my daughter, listen to me. You must root out of your thought every

trace and remembrance of these words of sinful earthly love which he hath spoken. Such love would
burn your soul to all eternity with fire that never could be quenched. If you can tear away all roots
and traces of this from your heart, if by fasting and prayer and penance you can become worthy to
be a bride of your divine Lord, then your prayers will gain power, and you may prevail to secure his
eternal salvation. But listen to me, daughter,—listen and tremble! If ever you should yield to his love
and turn back from this heavenly marriage to follow him, you will accomplish his damnation and
your own; to all eternity he will curse you, while the fire rages and consumes him,—he will curse
the hour that he first saw you.”

These words were spoken with an intense vehemence which seemed almost supernatural. Agnes
shivered and trembled; a vague feeling of guilt overwhelmed and disheartened her; she seemed to
herself the most lost and abandoned of human beings.



.  Various.  «The Atlantic Monthly, Volume 09, No. 51, January, 1862»

26

“My father, I shall think no penance too severe that may restore my soul from this sin. I have
already made a vow to the blessed Mother that I will walk on foot to the Holy City, praying in every
shrine and holy place; and I humbly ask your approval.”

This announcement brought to the mind of the monk a sense of relief and deliverance. He felt
already, in the terrible storm of agitation which this confession had aroused within him, that nature
was not dead, and that he was infinitely farther from the victory of passionless calm than he had
supposed. He was still a man,—torn with human passions, with a love which he must never express,
and a jealousy which burned and writhed at every word which he had wrung from its unconscious
object. Conscience had begun to whisper in his ear that there would be no safety to him in continuing
this spiritual dictatorship to one whose every word unmanned him,—that it was laying himself open
to a ceaseless temptation, which in some blinded, dreary hour of evil might hurry him into acts of
horrible sacrilege; and he was once more feeling that wild, stormy revolt of his inner nature that so
distressed him before he left the convent.

This proposition of Agnes’ struck him as a compromise. It would take her from him only for
a season, she would go under his care and direction, and he would gradually recover his calmness
and self-possession in her absence. Her pilgrimage to the holy places would be a most proper and
fit preparation for the solemn marriage-rite which should forever sunder her from all human ties and
make her inaccessible to all solicitations of human love. Therefore, after an interval of silence, he
answered,—

“Daughter, your plan is approved. Such pilgrimages have ever been held meritorious works in
the Church, and there is a special blessing upon them.”

“My father,” said Agnes, “it has always been in my heart from my childhood to be the bride of
the Lord; but my grandmother, who brought me up, and to whom I owe the obedience of a daughter,
utterly forbids me: she will not hear a word of it. No longer ago than last Monday she told me I might
as well put a knife into her heart as speak of this.”

“And you, daughter, do you put the feelings of any earthly friend before the love of your Lord
and Creator who laid down His life for you? Hear what He saith:—‘He that loveth father or mother
more than me is not worthy of me.’”

“But my poor old grandmother has no one but me in the world, and she has never slept a night
without me; she is getting old, and she has worked for me all her good days;—it would be very hard
for her to lose me.”

“Ah, false, deceitful heart! Has, then, thy Lord not labored for thee? Has He not borne thee
through all the years of thy life? And wilt thou put the love of any mortal before His?”

“Yes,” replied Agnes, with a sort of hardy sweetness,—“but my Lord does not need me as
grandmother does; He is in glory, and will never be old or feeble; I cannot work for Him and tend
Him as I shall her. I cannot see my way clear at present; but when she is gone, or if the saints move
her to consent, I shall then belong to God alone.”

“Daughter, there is some truth in your words; and if your Lord accepts you, He will dispose
her heart. Will she go with you on this pilgrimage?”

“I have prayed that she might, father,—that her soul may be quickened; for I fear me, dear old
grandmamma has found her love for me a snare,—she has thought too much of my interests and too
little of her own soul, poor grandmamma!”

“Well, child, I shall enjoin this pilgrimage on her as a penance.”
“I have grievously offended her lately,” said Agnes, “in rejecting an offer of marriage with a

man on whom she had set her heart, and therefore she does not listen to me as she is wont to do.”
“You have done right in refusing, my daughter. I will speak to her of this, and show her how

great is the sin of opposing a holy vocation in a soul whom the Lord calls to Himself, and enjoin her
to make reparation by uniting with you in this holy work.”
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Agnes departed from the confessional without even looking upon the face of her director, who
sat within listening to the rustle of her dress as she rose,—listening to the soft fall of her departing
footsteps, and praying that grace might be given him not to look after her: and he did not, though
he felt as if his life were going with her.

Agnes tripped round the aisle to a little side-chapel where a light was always kept burning by her
before a picture of Saint Agnes, and, kneeling there, waited till her grandmother should be through
with her confession.

“Ah, sweet Saint Agnes,” she said, “pity me! I am a poor ignorant young girl, and have been
led into grievous sin; but I did not mean to do wrong,—I have been trying to do right; pray for me,
that I may overcome as you did. Pray our dear Lord to send you with us on this pilgrimage, and
save us from all wicked and brutal men who would do us harm. As the Lord delivered you in sorest
straits, keeping soul and body pure as a lily, ah, pray Him to keep me! I love you dearly,—watch
over me and guide me.”

In those days of the Church, such addresses to the glorified saints had become common among
all Christians. They were not regarded as worship, any more than a similar outpouring of confidence
to a beloved and revered friend yet in the body. Among the hymns of Savonarola is one addressed
to Saint Mary Magdalen, whom he regarded with an especial veneration. The great truth, that God
is not the God of the dead, but of the living, that all live to Him, was in those ages with the truly
religious a part of spiritual consciousness. The saints of the Church Triumphant, having become one
with Christ as he is one with the Father, were regarded as invested with a portion of his divinity,
and as the ministering agency through which his mediatorial government on earth was conducted;
and it was thought to be in the power of the sympathetic heart to attract them by the outflow of its
affections, so that their presence often overshadowed the walks of daily life with a cloud of healing
and protecting sweetness.

If the enthusiasm of devotion in regard to these invisible friends became extravagant and took
the language due to God alone, it was no more than the fervid Italian nature was always doing with
regard to visible objects of affection. Love with an Italian always tends to become worship, and some
of the language of the poets addressed to earthly loves rises into intensities of expression due only
to the One, Sovereign, Eternal Beauty. One sees even in the writings of Cicero that this passionate
adoring kind of love is not confined to modern times. When he loses the daughter in whom his heart
is garnered up, he finds no comfort except in building a temple to her memory,—a blind outreaching
towards the saint-worship of modern times.

Agnes rose from her devotions, and went with downcast eyes, her lips still repeating prayers, to
the font of holy water, which was in a dim shadowy corner, where a painted window cast a gold and
violet twilight. Suddenly there was a rustle of garments in the dimness, and a jewelled hand essayed
to pass holy water to her on the tip of its finger. This mark of Christian fraternity, common in those
times, Agnes almost mechanically accepted, touching her slender finger to the one extended, and
making the sign of the cross, while she raised her eyes to see who stood there. Gradually the haze
cleared from her mind, and she awoke to the consciousness that it was the cavalier! He moved to
come towards her, with a bright smile on his face; but suddenly she became pale as one who has seen
a spectre, and, pushing from her with both hands, she said faintly, “Go, go!” and turned and sped
up the aisle silently as a sunbeam, joining her grandmother, who was coming from the confessional
with a gloomy and sullen brow.

Old Elsie had been enjoined to unite with her grandchild in this scheme of a pilgrimage, and
received the direction with as much internal contumacy as would a thriving church-member of Wall
Street a proposition to attend a protracted meeting in the height of the business season. Not but that
pilgrimages were holy and gracious works,—she was too good a Christian not to admit that,—but
why must holy and gracious works be thrust on her in particular? There were saints enough who liked
such things; and people could get to heaven without,—if not with a very abundant entrance, still in
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a modest way,—and Elsie’s ambition for position and treasure in the spiritual world was of a very
moderate cast.

“Well, now, I hope you are satisfied,” she said to Agnes, as she pulled her along with no very
gentle hand; “you’ve got me sent off on a pilgrimage,—and my old bones must be rattling up and
down all the hills between here and Rome,—and who’s to see to the oranges?—they’ll all be stolen,
every one.”

“Grandmother,” began Agnes in a pleading voice—
“Oh, you hush up! I know what you’re going to say: ‘The good Lord will take care of them.’

I wish He may! He has His hands full, with all the people that go cawing and psalm-singing like so
many crows, and leave all their affairs to Him!”

Agnes walked along disconsolate, with her eyes full of tears, which coursed one another down
her pale cheeks.

“There’s Antonio,” pursued Elsie, “would perhaps look after things a little. He is a good fellow,
and only yesterday was asking if he couldn’t do something for us. It’s you he does it for,—but little
you care who loves you, or what they do for you!”

At this moment they met old Jocunda, whom we have before introduced to the reader as portress
of the Convent. She had on her arm a large square basket, which she was storing for its practical uses.

“Well, well, Saint Agnes be praised, I have found you at last,” she said. “I was wanting to speak
about some of your blood-oranges for conserving. An order has come down from our dear gracious
lady, the Queen, to prepare a lot for her own blessed eating, and you may be sure I would get none of
anybody but you.—But what’s this, my little heart, my little lamb?—crying?—tears in those sweet
eyes? What’s the matter now?”

“Matter enough for me!” said Elsie. “It’s a weary world we live in. A body can’t turn any way and
not meet with trouble. If a body brings up a girl one way, why, every fellow is after her, and one has
no peace; and if a body brings her up another way, she gets her head in the clouds, and there’s no good
of her in this world. Now look at that girl,—doesn’t everybody say it’s time she were married?—but
no marrying for her! Nothing will do but we must off to Rome on a pilgrimage,—and what’s the good
of that, I want to know? If it’s praying that’s to be done, the dear saints know she’s at it from morning
till night,—and lately she’s up and down three or four times a night with some prayer or other.”

“Well, well,” said Jocunda, “who started this idea?”
“Oh, Father Francesco and she got it up between them,—and nothing will do but I must go,

too.”
“Well, now, after all, my dear,” said Jocunda, “do you know, I made a pilgrimage once, and it

isn’t so bad. One gets a good deal by it, first and last. Everybody drops something into your hand as
you go, and one gets treated as if one were somebody a little above the common; and then in Rome
one has a princess or a duchess or some noble lady who washes one’s feet, and gives one a good
supper, and perhaps a new suit of clothes, and all that,—and ten to one there comes a pretty little
sum of money to boot, if one plays one’s cards well. A pilgrimage isn’t bad, after all;—one sees a
world of fine things, and something new every day.”

“But who is to look after our garden and dress our trees?”
“Ah, now, there’s Antonio, and old Meta his mother,” said Jocunda, with a knowing wink at

Agnes. “I fancy there are friends there that would lend a hand to keep things together against the
little one comes borne. If one is going to be married, a pilgrimage brings good luck in the family.
All the saints take it kindly that one comes so far to see them, and are more ready to do a good
turn for one when one needs it. The blessed saints are like other folks,—they like to be treated with
proper attention.”

This view of pilgrimages from the material stand-point had more effect on the mind of Elsie
than the most elaborate appeals of Father Francesco. She began to acquiesce, though with a reluctant
air.
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Jocunda, seeing her words had made some impression, pursued her advantage on the spiritual
ground.

“To be sure,” she added, “I don’t know how it is with you; but I know that I have, one way and
another, rolled up quite an account of sins in my life. When I was tramping up and down with my
old man through the country,—now in this castle and then in that camp, and now and then in at the
sacking of a city or village, or something of the kind,—the saints forgive us!—it does seem as if one
got into things that were not of the best sort, in such times. It’s true, it’s been wiped out over and over
by the priest; but then a pilgrimage is a good thing to make all sure, in case one’s good works should
fall short of one’s sins at last. I can tell you, a pilgrimage is a good round weight to throw into the
scale; and when it comes to heaven and hell, you know, my dear, why, one cannot be too careful.”

“Well, that may be true enough,” said Elsie,—“though, as to my sins, I have tried to keep them
regularly squared up and balanced as I went along. I have always been regular at confession, and never
failed a jot or tittle in what the holy father told me. But there may be something in what you say; one
can’t be too sure; and so I’ll e’en school my old bones into taking this tramp.”

That evening, as Agnes was sitting in the garden at sunset, her grandmother bustling in and out,
talking, groaning, and, hurrying in her preparations for the anticipated undertaking, suddenly there
was a rustling in the branches overhead, and a bouquet of rose-buds fell at her feet. Agnes picked
it up, and saw a scrip of paper coiled among the flowers. In a moment remembering the apparition
of the cavalier in the church in the morning, she doubted not from whom it came. So dreadful had
been the effect of the scene at the confessional, that the thought of the near presence of her lover
brought only terror. She turned pale; her hands shook. She shut her eyes, and prayed that she might
not be left to read the paper; and then, summoning all her resolution, she threw the bouquet with
force over the wall. It dropped down, down, down the gloomy, shadowy abyss, and was lost in the
damp caverns below.

The cavalier stood without the wall, waiting for some responsive signal in reply to his missive. It
had never occurred to him that Agnes would not even read it, and he stood confounded when he saw
it thrown back with such apparent rudeness. He remembered her pale, terrified look on seeing him in
the morning. It was not indifference or dislike, but mortal fear, that had been shown in that pale face.

“These wretches are practising on her,” he said, in wrath,—“filling her head with frightful
images, and torturing her sensitive conscience till she sees sin in the most natural and innocent
feelings.”

He had learned from Father Antonio the intention of Agnes to go on a pilgrimage, and he longed
to see and talk with her, that he might offer her his protection against dangers which he understood
far better than she. It had never even occurred to him that the door for all possible communication
would be thus suddenly barred in his face.

“Very well,” he said to himself, with a darkening brow,—“let them have it their own way here.
She must pass through my dominions before she can reach Rome, and I will find a place where I can
be heard, without priest or grandmother to let or hinder. She is mine, and I will care for her.”

But poor Agnes had the woman’s share of the misery to bear, in the fear and self-reproach
and distress which every movement of this kind cost her. The involuntary thrill at seeing her lover,
at hearing from him, the conscious struggle which it cost her to throw back his gift, were all noted
by her accusing conscience as so many sins. The next day she sought again her confessor, and began
an entrance on those darker and more chilly paths of penance, by which, according to the opinion
of her times, the peculiarly elect of the Lord were supposed to be best trained. Hitherto her religion
had been the cheerful and natural expression of her tender and devout nature according to the more
beautiful and engaging devotional forms of her Church. During the year when her confessor had been,
unconsciously to himself, led by her instead of leading, her spiritual food had been its beautiful old
hymns and prayers, which she found no weariness in often repeating. But now an unnatural conflict
was begun in her mind, directed by a spiritual guide in whom every natural and normal movement
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of the soul had given way before a succession of morbid and unhealthful experiences. From that
day Agnes wore upon her heart one of those sharp instruments of torture which in those times were
supposed to be a means of inward grace,—a cross with seven steel points for the seven sorrows of
Mary. She fasted with a severity which alarmed her grandmother, who in her inmost heart cursed the
day that ever she had placed her in the way of saintship.

“All this will just end in spoiling her beauty,—making her as thin as a shadow,”—said Elsie;
“and she was good enough before.”

But it did not spoil her beauty,-it only changed its character. The roundness and bloom melted
away,—but there came in their stead that solemn, transparent clearness of countenance, that spiritual
light and radiance, which the old Florentine painters gave to their Madonnas.

It is singular how all religious exercises and appliances take the character of the nature that uses
them. The pain and penance, which so many in her day bore as a cowardly expedient for averting
divine wrath, seemed, as she viewed them, a humble way of becoming associated in the sufferings
of her Redeemer. “Jesu dulcis memoria,” was the thought that carried a redeeming sweetness with
every pain. Could she thus, by suffering with her Lord, gain power like Him to save,—a power which
should save that soul so dear and so endangered! “Ah,” she thought, “I would give my life-blood, drop
by drop, if only it might avail for his salvation!”
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THE TRUE HEROINE

 

What was she like? I cannot tell.
I only know God loved her well.
Two noble sons her gray hairs blest,—
And he, their sire, was now at rest.

And why her children loved her so,
And called her blessed, all shall know:
She never had a selfish thought,
Nor valued what her hand had wrought.

She could be just in spite of love;
And cherished hates she dwelt above;
In sick-rooms they that had her care
Said she was wondrous gentle there.

It was a fearful trust, she knew,
To guide her young immortals through;
But Love and Truth explained the way,
And Piety made perfect day.

She taught them to be pure and true,
And brave, and strong, and courteous, too;
She made them reverence silver hairs,
And feel the poor man’s biting cares.

She won them ever to her side;
Home was their treasure and their pride:
Its food, drink, shelter pleased them best,
And there they found the sweetest rest.

And often, as the shadows fell,
And twilight had attuned them well,
She sang of many a noble deed,
And marked with joy their eager heed.

And most she marked their kindling eyes
When telling of the victories
That made the Stars and Stripes a name,
Their country rich in honest fame.

It was a noble land, she said,—
Its poorest children lacked not bread;
It was so broad, so rich, so free,
They sang its praise beyond the sea;
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And thousands sought its kindly shore,
And none were poor and friendless more;
All blessed the name of Washington,
And loved the Union, every one.

She made them feel that they were part
Of a great nation’s living heart.—
So they grew up, true patriot boys,
And knew not all their mother’s joys.

Sad was the hour when murmurs loud
From a great black advancing cloud
Made millions feel the coming breath
Of maddened whirlwinds, full of death!

She prayed the skies might soon be bright,
And made her sons prepare for fight
Brave youths!—their zeal proved clearly then
In such an hour youths can be men!

By day she went from door to door,—
Men caught her soul, unfelt before;
By night she prayed, and planned, and dreamed,
Till morn’s red light war’s lightning seemed.

The cry went forth; forth stepped her sons
In martial blaze of gleaming guns:
Still striding on to perils dire,
They turned to catch her glance of fire.

No fears, no fond regrets she knew,
But proudly watched them fade from view:
“Lord, keep them so!” she said, and turned
To where her lonely hearth-fire burned.
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JEFFERSON AND SLAVERY

 
Any one who feels deeply the truths in which our great men of old founded this Democracy,

and who sees clearly the great lines of political architecture by which alone it shall stand firm or rise
high, finds in the direct plan and work the agency mainly of six men.

These may be set in three groups.
First, three men, who, through a series of earnest thoughts, taking shape sometimes in apt

words, sometimes in bold acts, did most to found the Republic: and these three are Washington,
Adams, and Jefferson.

Secondly, two men, who, as statesmen, by a healthful division between the two great natural
policies, and, as politicians, by a healthful antagonism between the two great natural parties, did most
to build the Republic: and these two are Jefferson and Hamilton.

Thirdly, three men, who, having a clear theory in their heads, and a deep conviction in their
hearts, working on the nation by sermons, epistles, programmes, hints, quips, innuendoes, by every
form of winged word, have done most to get this people into simple trains of humanitarian thought,
and have therefore done most to brace the Republic: and these three men are Franklin, Jefferson,
and Channing.

So, rising above the dust raised in our old quarrels, and taking a broad view over this
Democracy, we see Jefferson firmly placed in each of these groups.

If we search in Jefferson’s writings and in the contemporary records to ascertain what that
power was which won him these positions, we find that it was no personal skill in cajoling friends or
scaring enemies. No sound-hearted man ever rose from talk with him with a tithe of the veneration
felt by those who sat at the feet of Washington or Hamilton or Channing. Neither was his position
due to oratory: he could deal neither in sweet words nor in lofty words. Yet, in spite of these wants,
he wrought on the nation with immense power.

The real secret of this power was, first of all, that Jefferson saw infinitely deeper into the
principles of the rising Democracy, and infinitely farther into its future working, than any other man
of his time. Those who earnestly read him will often halt astounded at proofs of a foresight in him
almost miraculous. Even in masses of what men have called his puerility there are often germs of
immense worth,—taking years, perhaps, to show life, but sure to be alive at last.

Take, as the latest examples of this, three germ-truths which have recently come to full life,
after having been trodden under foot for fifty years.

Early in our national life Jefferson declared against the usurpations of the national judiciary.
Straightway his supporters were divided, mainly between those who sorrowed and those who stood
silent; while his opponents were divided only between those who laughed and those who cursed. But
who laughs now? Jefferson foresaw but too well. The usurpations of the national judiciary have come
in shapes most hideous,—in the obiter dicta of the Dred Scott decision, and in the use of quibbles
to entangle our defenders and set loose our traitors.

Take an example of another kind. In his early career Jefferson gave forth a scheme of harbor-
defence by gun-boats and floating batteries. This was partially carried out, and only partially; so it
failed. On these gun-boats and batteries his enemies never tired of trying their wit, and certainly
seemed to make a brilliant point against his foresight and economy. But, in these latter years, many
Americans besides ourself, visiting Cronstadt during the blockade by the Allied fleet, saw not only
how the Allies failed of a conquest, the first summer, for want of gun-boats, but how the Russians
protected themselves greatly, during the second summer, by means of them. We were shown, too,
that not only could good work be done by those driven by steam, but that the greater number driven
by oarsmen were of much service, not only in vexing the enemy, but in protecting the whole exposed
coast. Here was Jefferson’s scheme to the letter. Here was a despised thought of the past become a
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proud fact of the present. Here had the Autocrat reared a monument to our great Democrat,—gaining
praise for Jefferson long after his enemies and their factious laughter had died out forever.

But take what the main body of cultured Americans have thought Jefferson’s chronic whimsey,
—his belief that the heart of England must be ever set against all our liberty and prosperity. As we now
breast the terrific storm which English reasonings and taunts had encouraged us to brave, and hear,
swelling above the faint English God-speed, misstatements, gibes, reproofs, malignant prophecies,
who of us shall say that the English character and policy of 1861 were not better foreknown by
Jefferson in 1820 than by ourselves In 1860?

So much for Jefferson’s insight and foresight. But there was yet a greater quality which gave
him a place in each of these three great groups,—his faith in Democracy.

At a time when the French Revolution had scared even Burke, and when the British Constitution
was thought by many to have seduced even Washington, Jefferson held fast to his great faith in the
rights and capacities of the people. The only effect on him of the shocks and failures of that period
was to make his anxiety sometimes morbid, and his action sometimes spasmodic. Hence much that
to many men has seemed unjust suspicion of Adams, and persecution of Hamilton, and disrespect
for Washington. Yet all this was but the jarring of that strong mind in the struggle and crash of his
times,—mere spasms of bigotry which prove the vigor of his faith in Democracy.

Jefferson, then, known of all men not fettered by provincial traditions as invested with this
foresight and this faith, is become to a vast party an idol, and from his writings issue oracles. But
the priests at his shrines, having waxed fat in honors, have at last so befogged his sentiments and
wrested his arguments, that thousands of true men regard him sorrowfully as the promoter of that
Slavery-Despotism which to-day blooms in treason. It is worth our while, therefore, to seek to know
whether Jefferson the god of the Oligarchs is Jefferson the Democrat. Let us, by the simplest and
fairest process possible, try to come at his real opinions on Slavery,—just as they grew when he did
so much to found the Republic,—just as they flourished when he did so much to build the Republic,
—just as they were re-wrought and polished when he did so much to brace the Republic.

The whole culture of Jefferson’s youth was, of all things in the world, least likely to make him
support slavery or apologize for it. The man who did most to work into his mind ideas of moral and
political science was Dr. William Small, a liberal Scotchman; the man who did most to direct his
studies in law, and his grappling with social problems, was George Wythe. To both of these Jefferson
confessed the deepest debt for their efforts to strengthen his mind and make his footing firm. Now,
of all men in this country at that time, these two were least likely to support pro-slavery theories or
tolerate pro-slavery cant. For while to Small’s soundness there is abundance of general testimony,
there is to Wythe’s soundness testimony the most pointed. We have but to take the first volume of
Jefferson’s Works, published by order of Congress, and we find Jefferson’s anti-slavery letter to Dr.
Price, written in 1785, urging the Doctor to work against pro-slavery ideas in the young men, and
to exhort the young men of Virginia to the “redress of the enormity.” Incidentally he speaks of Mr.
Wythe as already doing great good in this direction among these same young men, and declares
him “one of the most virtuous of characters, and whose sentiments on the subject of slavery are
unequivocal.”

So much for the direct influences on Jefferson’s early culture.
Studying, next, the indirect influences on his early culture, we see that the reform literature of

that time was coming almost entirely from France. Active, earnest men everywhere were grasping
the theories and phrases of Voltaire and Rousseau and Montesquieu, to wield them against every
tyranny. Terrible weapons these,—often searing and scarring frightfully those who brandished them,
—yet there was not one chance in a thousand that any man who had once made any considerable
number of these ideas his own could ever support slavery. Whoever, at that time, studied the “Contrat
Social,” or the defence of Jean Calas, whatever other sins he might commit, was no more likely to
advocate systematic oppression than are they who now read with reverence Dr. Arnold and Charles
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Kingsley; and whoever, at that time, read earnestly “The Spirit of the Laws” was as sure to fight
slavery as any man who to-day reveres Channing or Theodore Parker. Those French thinkers threw
such heat and light into Jefferson’s young mind, that every filthy weed of tyrannic quibble or pro-
slavery paradox must have been shrivelled.

And the young statesman grew under this influence as we should expect. In his twenty-seventh
year he sat in the Virginia House of Burgesses, and his first effort in legislation was, in his own words,
“an effort for the permission of the emancipation of slaves, which was rejected, and, indeed, during
the regal government nothing liberal could expect success.” His whole career in those years, whether
as public man or private man, shows that his hatred of slavery was bitter. But there was such a press
of other work during this founding period, that this hatred took shape not so much in a steady siege
as in a series of pitched battles. The work to be done was immense, and Jefferson bore the bulk of
it. He took upon himself one-third of the revising and codifying of the Virginia laws, and did even
more than this. He undertook, in his own words, “a distinct series of labors which formed a system by
which every fibre would be eradicated of ancient or future aristocracy.” He effected the repeal of the
laws of entail, and this prevented an aristocratic absorption of the soil; he effected the abolition of
primogeniture, and this destroyed all chance of rebuilding feudal families; he effected a restoration of
the rights of conscience, and this overthrew all hope of an Established Church; he forced on the bill
for general education,—for thus, he said, would the people be “qualified to understand their rights, to
maintain them, and to exercise with intelligence their parts in self-government.” In all this work his
keen common sense always cut his way through questions at which other men stopped or stumbled.
Thus, in the discussion on primogeniture, when Isaac Pendleton proposed, as a compromise, that they
should adopt the Hebrew principle and give a double portion to the eldest son, Jefferson cut at once
into the heart of the question. As he himself relates,—“I observed, that, if the eldest son could eat
twice as much, or do double work, it might be a natural evidence of his right to a double portion; but
being on a par in his powers and wants with his brothers and sisters, he should be on a par also in the
partition of the patrimony. And such was the decision of the other members.”

But such fierceness against the bulwarks of aristocracy, and such keenness in cutting through
its heavy arguments, carried him farther. Logic forced him to pass from the attack on aristocracy
to the attack on slavery, just as logic forces the Confederate oligarchs of to-day to pass from the
defence of slavery to the defence of aristocracy. He was sure to fight this vilest of tyrannies, and he
gave quick thrusts and heavy blows. In 1778 he brought in a bill to prevent the further importation of
slaves into Virginia. “This,” he says, “passed without opposition, and stopped the increase of the evil
by importation, leaving to future efforts its final eradication.” Years afterward he wrote as follows:
—“I have sometimes asked myself whether my country is better for my having lived at all: I do not
know that it is. I have been the instrument of doing the following things.” Of these things there were
just ten. Just ten great worthy deeds in a life like Jefferson’s!—and one of these he declares “the act
prohibiting the importation of slaves.”

Close upon this followed a fiercer grapple,—his third great legislative attack on slavery. In his
revision of the Virginia laws he reported “a bill to emancipate all slaves born after the passing of the
act.” Attached to this was a plan for the instruction of the young negroes thus set free.

To follow Jefferson and understand him, we must bear in mind that the Virginia which educated
him was not behind a dozen smaller States in fertility, enterprise, and republican feeling. Its best men
were haters of slavery. The efforts of its leaders were directed to other things than plans for taxing
oysters or filching the gains of free negroes. Forth from the Virginia of that time were hurled against
negro slavery the thrilling invectives of Patrick Henry, the startling prophecies of Madison, and the
declaration of Washington, “For the abolition of slavery by law my vote shall not be wanting.”

For a mirror of that Virginia statesmanship, in its dealings with human rights, take the
“Dissertation on Slavery with a Proposal for the Gradual Abolition of it in the State of Virginia,
written by St. George Tucker, Professor of Law in the University of William and Mary, and one of
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the Judges of the General Court in Virginia,” published in 1791. It proves, that, between the passage
of the act of 1782 allowing manumission and the year 1791, more than ten thousand slaves had been
set free. One is tempted to believe that the new Massachusetts school caught its fire from this old
Virginia school; for this friend of Jefferson speaks of “the inconsistency of invoking God for liberty
in our Revolution and imposing on our fellow-men who differ from us in complexion a slavery ten
thousand times more cruel than the grievances and oppressions of which we complained.” Such was
the utterance of the Virginia school of statesmanship in which Jefferson was trained.

And his views progressed, as we should expect. On the occasion of a call for instructions to
the first Virginia delegates to Congress respecting an address to the King, Jefferson drew up a paper,
which, though greatly admired, was thought too bold. In one passage he goes beyond his masters, and
says,—“For the most trifling reasons, and sometimes for no conceivable reasons at all, his Majesty
has rejected laws of the most salutary tendency. The abolition of domestic slavery is the great object
of desire in these Colonies, where it was unhappily introduced in their infant state. But, previous to the
enfranchisement of the slaves we have, it is necessary to exclude all further importations from Africa.
Yet our repeated efforts to effect this, by prohibiting and by imposing duties which might amount to
prohibition, have been hitherto defeated by his Majesty’s negative,—thus preferring the advantages
of a few British corsairs to the lasting interests of the American States, and to the rights of human
nature, deeply wounded by this infamous practice.”

These words are hot and bright, but they are mere sparkles compared to the full-flaming orb of
freedom which our statesman gave afterward. For, take the Declaration of Independence, as it issued
from Carpenter’s Hall, after slavery-loving planters of the South and money-loving ship-owners of
the North had, as they thought, made it neutral, and we all, North and South, recognize in it the
boldest anti-slavery document extant. Why else do Northern demagogues ridicule it, and Southern
demagogues revile it? Yet Jefferson made it far stronger and sharper against negro slavery than it is
now. Look closely at the well-known fac-simile:—

he has waged cruel war against human nature itself, violating it’s most sacred
rights of life & liberty in the persons of a distant people who never offended
him, captivating & carrying them into slavery in another hemissphere, or to incur
miserable death in their transportation thither, this piratical warfare, the opprobrium
of infidel powers, is the warfare of the Christian king of Great Britain determined
to keep open a market andwhere MEN should be bought & sold he has prostituted
his negative for suppressing every legislative attempt to prohibit or to restrain this
determining to keep open a market where MEN should be bought & sold: execrable
commerce: and that this assemblage of horrors might want no fact of distinguished
die, he is now exciting those very people to rise in arms among us, and to purchase
that liberty of which he has deprived them, by murdering the people upon whom he
also obtruded them: thus paying off former crimes committed against the liberties
of one people, with crimes which he urges them to commit against the lives of
another.

There stands to this day that precious original,—hot first-thoughts and cold second-thoughts, all
in Jefferson’s own hand. Look for a moment at the rich current of internal evidence running through
that rough draught, and through all its erasures, changes, and emphatic markings,—evidence of the
deepest hatred not only of all tyranny, but of all slavery. Thus, after he had written the passage,
“determined to keep open a market where MEN should be bought & sold,” the idea continues hot in
his mind; for, after smouldering a few moments, it flames forth again, is written again in the same
phrasing, with the same show of emphasis, before he bethinks himself to erase it. Then, too, the
words Christian and MEN are the only words emphasized by careful pen-printing in large letters;—
and this labored movement of his pen marks the injury which he deemed the greater; for the largest



.  Various.  «The Atlantic Monthly, Volume 09, No. 51, January, 1862»

37

letters and deepest emphasis are reserved for MEN. Evidently, that word points out the wrong which,
as Jefferson thought, “a candid world” would forever regard as the supreme wrong.

We have now noted Jefferson’s battle against slavery in the founding of the Republic: let us go
on to his work in the building of the Republic.

In 1782 he gave forth the “Notes on Virginia.” His opposition to slavery is as fierce here as
of old, but it takes various phases,—sometimes sweeping against the hated system with a torrent of
facts,—sometimes battering it with a hard, cold logic,—sometimes piercing it with deadly queries
and suggestions,—and sometimes, with his blazing hate of all oppression, biting and burning through
every pro-slavery theory.

But in taking up the “Notes,” we must understand the relation of Jefferson’s way of thinking
to his way of working. In his thinking, the slave system was evidently a violation of the whole body
of good principles, for he calls it an “evil”;—a violation of morality, for he calls it an “enormity”;—
a violation of justice, for he calls it a “wrong”;—a violation of republican pretensions, for he calls
it a “hideous blot”;—a violation of the healthy action of our institutions, for he calls it a “disease”;
—a violation of our whole public happiness, for he calls it a “curse.” But his way of working was
more calm and cool,—often displeasing those whose plans of action are formed far from any direct
entanglement in the slave system.

This union of fervent thought and cool action has, of course, brought upon Jefferson the
invectives of two great classes. One class have looked merely at his thinking, and have distrusted
him as a dreamer. To these he is a dealer in oracles, at second-hand, from Voltaire and Diderot.
The other class have studied his plans of practical philanthropy, with all his shrewd researches and
homely discussions in agriculture, finance, mechanics, and architecture, and have ridiculed him as a
tinker. To such Jefferson seems a grandmotherly sort of person,—riding about in a gig arranged to
register the length of his rides,—walking about in boots arranged to register the length of his walks,
—weatherwise, and profound in dealing with smoky chimneys and sheep-breeding.

But whether men have cavilled at him for a dreamer or laughed at him for a tinker, they have
been mainly foolish, for they have cavilled and laughed at the very combination which made him
powerful. In no other American have been so happily blended highest skill in theory and highest
strength in practice.

The remarks, in the “Notes on Virginia,” on the colored race are clear and fair. He studied
carefully and stated fully all that could be learned in his time. On the whole, his examination greatly
encourages those who hope good things for that race. But one distinction must be made. As to those
profound views of the character and destiny of the race which come only by observation of a long
historic development, in a wide range of climate, in great variety of social position, Jefferson could,
as he confesses, know almost nothing,—for the same reason that the keenest observer of William the
Conqueror’s Norman robbers and Saxon swineherds would have failed to foretell the great dominant
race which has come from them by free growth and good culture. But, on the other hand, of all that
comes by observation of the daily life of the black race, as it then was, he knew almost everything.

He declares that the black race is inferior to the white in mind, but not in heart. The poems
of black Phillis Wheatley seem to him to prove not much; but the letters of black Ignatius Sancho
he praises for depth of feeling, happy turn of thought, and ease of style, though he finds no depth
of reasoning. He does not praise the mental capacity of the race, but, at last, as if conscious, that, if
developed under a free system, it might be far better, he quotes the Homeric lines,—

“Jove fixed it certain that whatever day
Makes man a slave takes half his worth away.”
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And shortly after, he declares it “a suspicion only that the blacks are inferior in the endowments
of body or mind,”—that “in memory they are equal to the whites,”—that “in music they are more
generally gifted than the whites with accurate ears for time and tune.”

But there is one statement which we especially commend to those in search of an effective
military policy in the present crisis. Jefferson declares of the negroes, that they are “at least as brave
as the whites, and more adventuresome.” May not this truth account for the fact that one of the most
daring deeds in the present war was done by a black man?

Still later, Jefferson says,—“Whether further observation will or will not verify the conjecture
that Nature has been less bountiful to them in the endowments of the head, I believe that in those
of the heart she will be found to have done them justice. That disposition to theft with which they
have been branded must be ascribed to their situation, and not to any depravity of the moral sense.
The man in whose favor no laws of property exist probably feels himself less bound to respect those
made in favor of others. When arguing for ourselves, we lay it down as fundamental, that laws, to be
just, must give reciprocation of right,—that, without this, they are mere arbitrary rules of conduct,
founded in force, and not in conscience; and it is a problem which I give to the master to solve,
whether the religious precepts against the violation of property were not framed for him as well as his
slave,—and whether the slave may not as justifiably take a little from one who has taken all from him
as he may slay one who would slay him. That a change in the relations in which a man is placed should
change his ideas of moral right and wrong is neither new, nor peculiar to the color of the blacks.”

Here Jefferson puts forth that very idea for which Gerrit Smith, a few years ago, was threatened
with the penalties of treason.

But to quote further from the same source:—
“Notwithstanding these considerations, which must weaken their respect for

the laws of property, we find among them numerous instances of the most rigid
integrity, and as many as among their instructed masters, of benevolence, gratitude,
and unshaken fidelity. The opinion that they are inferior in the faculties of reason
and imagination must be hazarded with great diffidence.”

The old hot thought blazes forth again in the chapter on “Particular Manners and Customs.” Can
men speak against the proclamations of Abolition Conventions after such fiery words from Jefferson?

“The whole commerce between master and slave is a perpetual exercise of
the most boisterous passions, the most unremitting despotism, on the one part, and
degrading submission on the other. Our children see this, and learn to imitate it; for
man is an imitative animal. If a parent could find no motive either in his philanthropy
or his self-love for restraining the intemperance of passion toward his slave, it should
always be a sufficient one that his child is present. But generally it is not sufficient.
The parent storms, the child looks on, catches the lineaments of wrath, puts on the
same airs in the circle of smaller slaves, gives a loose rein to the worst of passions,
and thus nursed, educated, and daily exercised in tyranny, cannot but be stamped
by its odious peculiarities. The man must be a prodigy who can retain his manners
and morals undepraved by such circumstances.” (Here fire begins to flicker up
around the words.) “And with what execration should a statesman be loaded, who,
permitting one half the citizens” (note the word) “to trample on the rights” (note the
word) “of the other, transforms those into despots and these into enemies, destroys
the morals of the one and the amor patriae of the other! And can the liberties of a
nation be thought secure, when we have removed their only firm basis,—a conviction
in the minds of the people that their liberties are the gifts of God, that they are not
to be violated but with His wrath?” (Now bursts forth prophecy. The whole page
flames in a moment.) “Indeed, I tremble for my country when I reflect that God



.  Various.  «The Atlantic Monthly, Volume 09, No. 51, January, 1862»

39

is just; that His justice cannot sleep forever; that, considering numbers, nature, and
natural means only, a revolution of the wheel of Fortune, an exchange of situation,
is among possible events; that it may become probable by supernatural interference!
The Almighty has no attribute which can take side with us in such a contest.”

Well may Jefferson say, immediately after this, that “it is impossible to be temperate and to
pursue this subject through the various considerations of policy, of morals, of history natural and
civil.” For no Abolitionist ever branded the slave-system with words more fiery.

In 1784 Jefferson drew up the ordinance for the government of the Western Territory. One
famous clause runs thus:—

“After the year 1800 of the Christian era there shall be neither slavery nor
involuntary servitude in any of the said States, otherwise than in punishment of
crimes whereof the party shall have been convicted to be personally guilty.”

In Randall’s “Life of Jefferson,” a work in many respects admirable, this clause is glossed with
the declaration that Jefferson intended merely to prevent an immense new importation of slaves from
Africa to fill the Territory; but Mr. Randall would have shown far greater insight, had he added to
this half-truth, that the idea of legally grasping and strangling this curse flows from the ideas of the
“Notes” as hot metal flows from fiery furnace,—that the Ordinance of 1784 was but a minting of
that true metal drawn from those old glowing thoughts and words.



.  Various.  «The Atlantic Monthly, Volume 09, No. 51, January, 1862»
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