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Description


HISTORICAL AND LITERARY IMPORTANCE OF BACON’S ESSAYS: To Bacon goes the credit of introducing the “essay” into English literature. He is thus a pioneer, a man who introduced a new genre into the literature of his country. He is the first great name in the history of the English essay, which subsequently became an important branch of English literature and numerous English authors practiced it. Montaigne, a Frenchman, had published his first two books of essays in 1580, and it was from him that Bacon derived the word. Bacon meant by the word “essay”, as he says, “Certain brief notes set down rather significantly than curiously”. The form of the essay well suited to a man of Bacons natural gifts. He was extraordinarily rational in his interests. He took all knowledge for his province. He took the form of the essays from Montaigne, but adapted it to his own purpose. He speaks of his essays as “dispersed meditations.” His essays won instant recognition and a vast popularity. They were soon translated into French, Latin and Italian. Few books of the kind have been so widely read as Bacon’s essays and probably no volume of prose in the English language has furnished so many popular quotations. The range of subjects in the essays of Bacon is vast. He writes on all kinds of subjects and themes. He writes on truth, on death, on religion, on revenge, on adversity, on parents and children, on marriage and single life, on love, on travel, on friendship, on ambition, on studies, etc. Thus, he writes on subjects relating to domestic life, social life, political life, etc. Roughly speaking, these essays fall into four groups according as they deal with man in his home, man in public life, politics and abstract subjects. Thus, besides introducing a new form into English literature, Bacon showed how it was an allinclusive form capable of dealing with a variety of topics and themes. Unlike Montaigne, the essays of Bacon are strictly impersonal. The personal element in Montaigne’s essays makes them more acceptable to the reader than Bacon’s essays, which are notes on things outside of him. While Montaigne takes the reader into his confidence and speaks chiefly about himself, Bacon never gives us any self-revelation. The central point of a true essay is the direct play of the author’s mind and character upon the matter of his discourse. Bacon’s essays do not possess this quality but some of the other great English essayists have written essays containing a strong personal element. The word “essay “means an attempt. In using this word for his compositions, Bacon conveyed one of the essential characteristics of this form of writing. Being an “attempt” to deal with a subject, an essay is not intended to be exhaustive. None of the essays of Bacon can be said to be exhaustive in its treatment of a subject. These essays are sketchy and incomplete. The characteristic, namely incompleteness, continued to be a feature of the English essay as practiced by many subsequent authors. Etymologically the word “essay” conveys this characteristic, because the word means a trial of a subject, or an attempt towards it, and not a thorough or final examination of it. It was in that sense that the word was employed by the two pioneers in this field Montaigne and Bacon. A large proportion of Bacon’s essays deals either with the ethical qualities of men, or with matters pertaining to the government of states. From the moral point of view, his essays seem to be the work of an opportunist. He admires truth moral as well as intellectual. The 1



essay, Of Friendship, advocates a utilitarian view of friendship. Bacon values friendship for the fruits to be gathered from it. His belief in religion, like his belief in moral principles, is largely prudential. Nor does he attach much importance to feeling and sentiment, as is clear from his essays, Of Parents and Children, Of Marriage and Single Life, and Of Love. The ideal essay implies a certain lightness and ease, and confidential relationship between the author and the reader. We find that sort of thing in the essays of Lamb, but we do not have it in Bacon. Bacon does not speak of trivialities. He has a taste for splendor and it appears in his treatment of various subjects as, for instance, in his description of gardens. The essays of Bacon are perhaps even more important from the literary or the stylistic point of view. In writing of his essays, Bacon did more than introduce a new literary form. He took one of the lengthiest steps ever taken in the development of an English prose style. It was a step, which set that style upon the road, which it travelled to the times of Addison and Swift. English prose had already been rich and impressive before Bacon. Hooker, the last book of whose great masterpiece was published in the same year with Bacon’s earliest essays, still ranks as one of the greatest stylists in English. However, it cannot be said that they were masters of a style suited for all the purposes of prose. Bacon developed a style which, though not quite flexible and modern, was unmatchable for pith and pregnancy in the communication of thought. Bacon’s essays have become a classic of the English language, and they owe this position, not to their subject matter, but to their style. Terseness of expression and epigrammatic brevity are the most obvious characteristics of this style. Another striking characteristic of Bacon’s style is his constant use of figurative language. In his days when conceits and far-fetched metaphors and comparisons were the delight of writers both of prose and verse, Bacon distinguished himself by the ingenuity and even the boldness of his metaphors, the aptness of his illustrations, his fancy and his extensive use of quotations. Bacon had an almost unrivalled power of packing his thoughts into the smallest possible space and we may therefore describe his essays as infinite riches in a little room.
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