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Advertisement to Lyrical Ballads,
with a Few Other Poems (1798)

Lyrical Ballads, with a Few Other Poems grew out of a collaborative
effort by Wordsworth and Coleridge to help pay their expenses for a year in
Germany. They had planned to publish the poem that eventually became
“The Ancient Mariner” as a single work ; but as completed by Coleridge, it
was too short to salisfy their arrangements with the Bristol publisher Joseph
Cottle, and they added twenty-two shorter poems. Scholars now think that the
famous edition published by Cottle in Bristol consisted of only two dozen
copies for Wordsworth’s and Coleridge’s personal use, and that he passed the
work on to a London publisher, assuming it not worth the expense of printing.!
The London edition appeared about October 4, 1798, only six or seven
months after it was conceived. It appeared anonymously at Coleridge’s
insistence : < Wordsworth’s name is nothing—to a large number of persons
mine stinks.”’2 He had been writing unpopular political pieces in the news-
papers and pamphlets during the past three years, while Wordsworth had
published practically nothing with his name on it since the innocuous Evening
Walk and Descriptive Sketches of 1793. Coleridge contributed three blank
verse poems besides *“ The Ancient Mariner,” and Wordsworth contributed
nineteen short poems. Less than half of the poems in the volume could con-
“woivably be called ballads, and fewer than half of these again could be called
“lyrical” ballads. That term, as generally understood, ‘referred to such
expressive poems as ““ The Reverie of Poor Susan,” in contrast to narrative
poems such as  The Ancient Mariner.” Thus the ““Advertisement™ (which
we would today call a foreword) 1is as applicable to the *“Other Poems”
listed in the title as to the “Lyrical Ballads™ ; e.g., Coleridge subtitled his
“Nightingale” as a “Conversational Poem,” connecting it with the
“Advertisement’s” statement about the language of conversalion.

1. See D. F. Foxon. “The Printing of the Lyrical Ballads.”" Library, IX {1954,
221-241.

2. Collecied Letzers. ed. E. L. Griz

1964), I, 412.
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Preface to Lyrical Ballads,
with Other Poems (1800)

The second edition was titled Lyrical Ballads, with Other Poems (in
contrast to Lyrical Ballads, with a Few Other Poems), because there
were now two volumes. Though dated 1800, the edition appeared early in
Fanuary, 1801. The Preface was written during September and October, and
was being revised as late as December 23. Wordsworth later maintained that
he ““never cared a straw about the theory, and the Preface was written at the
request of Mr. Coleridge out of sheer good nature.”! Coleridge supports this
assertion: ““Wordsworth’s Preface is half a child of my own Brain, & so
arose out of Conversations, so frequent, that with few exceptions we could
scarcely either of us perhaps positively sap, which first started any particular
Thought.””2 Another preface was planned for the second volume also, but
never materialized.?

The first volume contained the poems published in the 1798 edition,
substituting Coleridge’s ““Love” for his “Convict.” The second volume
contained Wordsworth’s new poems, and his name now appeared on the title
page. The title page included a motto: “Quam nihil ad genium,
Papiniane, tuum!”—loosely translated, ““This is not for your taste,
follower of Pope!”—seiting the tone for the Preface.

The First Volume of these Poems has already been submitted to
general perusal. It was published, as an experiment which, I
hoped, might be of some use to ascertain, how far, by fitting to

1. Times Literary Supplement, April 28, 1950, p. 261.
2. Collected Letters, ed. E. L. Griggs (6 vols.; Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1956
1964), 11, 830.
3. Early Letters, p. 257.
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metrical arrangement a selection of the real language®of meninastate
of vivid sensation, that sort of pleasure and that quantity of pleasure
may be imparted, which a Poet may rationally endeavour to impart.

I had formed no very inaccurate estimate of the probable effect of
those Poems: I flattered myself that they who should be pleased
with them would read them with more than common pleasure: and
on the other hand I was well aware that by those who should dislike
them they would be read with more than common dislike. The
result has differed from my expectation in this only, that I have
pleased a greater number, than I ventured to hope I should please.

For the sake of variety and from a consciousness of my own weak-
ness 1 was induced to request the assistance of a Friend, who
furnished me with the Poems of the ANCIENT MARINER, the FOSTER-
MOTHER’S TALE, the NIGHTINGALE, the DUNGEON, and the Poem
entitled Love. I should not, however, have requested this assistance,
had I not believed that the poems of my Friend would in a great
measure have the same tendency as my own, and that, though
there would be found a difference, there would be found no dis-
cordance in the colours of our style; as our opinions on the subject
of poetry do almost entirely coincide.

Several of my Friends are anxious for the success of these Poems
from a belief, that if the views, with which they were composed,
were indeed realized, a class of Poetry would be produced, well
adapted to interest mankind permanently, and not unimportant in
the multiplicity and in the quality of its moral relations: and on this
account they have advised me to prefix a systematic defence of the
theory, upon which the poems were written. But I was unwilling to
undertake the task, because I knew that on this occasion the Reader
would look coldly upon my arguments, since I might be suspected of
having been principally influenced by the selfish and foolish hope
of reasoning him into an approbation of these particular Poems: and I
was still more unwilling to undertake the task, because adequately
to display my opinions and fully to enforce my arguments would
require a space wholly disproportionate to the nature of a preface.

’

4. In the prefaces generally, “language” means more than diction and word
order, and refers to what we would call idiom or characteristic way of saying
things.
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For to treat the subject with the clearness and coherence, of which I
believe it susceptible, it would be necessary to give a full account of
the present state of the public taste in this country, and to determine
how far this taste is healthy or depraved; which again could not be
determined, without pointing out, in what manner language and
the human mind act and react on each other, and without retracing
the revolutions not of literature alone but likewise of society itself. I
have therefore altogether declined to enter regularly upon this
defence; yet I am sensible, that there would be some impropriety in
abruptly obtruding upon the Public, without a few words of
introduction, Poems so materially different from those, upon which
gencral approbation is at present bestowed.

It is supposed, that by the act of writing in verse an Author makes
a formal engagement that he will gratify certain known habits of
association, that he not only thus apprizes the Reader that certain
classes of ideas and expressions will be found in his book, but that
others will be carefully excluded. This exponent or symbol held
forth by metrical language must in different @ras of literature have
excited very different expectations: for example, in the age of
Catullus Terence and Lucretia,5 and that of Statius or Claudian,
and in our own country, in the age of Shakespeare and Beaumont
and Fletcher, and that of Donne and Cowley, or Dryden, or Pope.
I will not take upon me to determine the exact import of the promise
which by the act of writing in verse an Author in the present day
makes to his Reader; but I am certain it will appear to many
persons that I have not fulfilled the terms of an engagement thus
voluntarily contracted. I hope therefore the Reader will not censure
me, if I attempt to state what I have proposed to myself to perform,
and also, (as far as the limits of a preface will permit) to explain some
of the chief reasons which have determined me in the choice of my
purpose: that at least he may be spared any unpleasant feeling of
disappointment, and that I myself may be protected from the most
dishonorable accusation which can be brought against an Author,
namely, that of an indolence which prevents him from endeavouring
to ascertain what is his duty, or, when his duty i ascertained
prevents him from performing it.

5. Wordsworth pairs off Roman poets of the golden (early) and silver (late) ages.
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The principal object then which I proposed to myself in these
Poems was to make the incidents of common life interesting by
tracing in them, truly though not ostentatiously, the primary laws
of our nature: chiefly as far as regards the manner in which we
associate ideas in a state of excitement. Low and rustic life was
generally chosen because in that situation the essential passions of
the heart find a better soil in which they can attain their maturity,
are less under restraint, and speak a plainer and more emphatic
language; because in that situation our elementary feelings exist in a
state of greater simplicity and consequently may be more accurately
contemplated and more forcibly communicated; because the
manners of rural life germinate from those elementary feelings; and
from the necessary character of rural occupations are more easily
comprehended; and are more durable; and lastly, because in that
situation the passions of men are incorporated with the beautiful
and permanent forms of nature. The language too of these men 1s
adopted (purified indeed from what appear to be its real defects,
from all lasting and rational causes of dislike or disgust)® because
such men hourly communicate with the best objects’ from which
the best part of language is originally derived; and because, from
their rank in society and the sameness and narrow circle of their
intercourse, being less under the action of social vanity they convey
their feelings and notions in simple and unelaborated expressions.
Accordingly such a language arising out of repeated experience and
regular feelings is a more permanent and a far more philosophical®
language than that which is frequently substituted for it by Poets,
who think that they are conferring honour upon themselves and
their art in proportion as they separate themselves from the
sympathies of men, and indulge in arbitrary and capricious habits
of expression in order to furnish food for fickle tastes and fickle
appetites of their own creation.? ‘

6. Ribaldry, blasphemy, and angry or drunken language.

7. Not simply physical objects, but more generally “the great and universal
passions of men, the most general and interesting of their occupations, and the
entire world of nature,” as mentioned below, p. 25.

8. “Precise,” “‘accurate,” ‘“‘unambiguous.”

9. [Itis worth while here to observe that the affecting parts of Chaucer are almost
always expressed in language pure and universally intelligible evento thisday.—W.]

LY
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I cannot be insensible of the present outcry against the triviality
and meanness both of thought and language, which some of my
contemporaries have occasionally introduced into their metrical
compositions; and I acknowledge that this defect where it exists, is
more dishonorable to the Writer’s own character than false refine-
ment or arbitrary innovation, though I should contend at the same
time that it is far less pernicious in the sum of its consequences.
From such verses the Poems in these volumes will be found dis-
tinguished at least by one mark of difference, that each of them has a
worthy purpose. Not that T mean to say, that I always began to write
with a distinct purpose formally conceived; but I believe that my
habits of meditation have so formed my feelings, as that my
descriptions of such objects as strongly excite those feelings, will be
found to carry along with them a purpose. If in this opinion I am
mistaken I can have little right to the name of a Poet. For all good
poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings; but though
this be true, Poems to which any value can be attached, were never
produced on any variety of subjects but by a man who being
possessed of more than usual organic sensibility had also thought
long and deeply. For our continued influxes of feeling are modified
and directed by our thoughts, which are indeed the representatives
of all our past feelings; and as by contemplating the relation of these
general representatives to each other, we discover what is really
lmportant to men, so by the repetition and continuance of this act
feelings connected with important subjects will be nourished, till
at length, if we be originally possessed of much organic sensibility,
such habits of mind will be produced that by obeying blindly and
mechanically the impulses of those habits we shall describe objects
and utter sentiments of such a nature and in such connection with
each other, that the understanding of the being to whom we address
ourselves, if he be in a healthful state of association, must necessarily
be in some degree enlightened, his taste exalted, and his affections
ameliorated.

I have said that each of these poems has a purpose. I have also
informed my Reader what this purpose will be found principally to
be: namely to illustrate the manner in which our feelings and ideas
are associated in a state of excitement. But speaking in less general
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language, it is to follow the fluxes and refluxes of the mind Srn.:
agitated by the great and simple affections of our dm.::nn.:v ,Hw?m
object I have endeavoured in these short essays to attain UN various
means; by tracing the maternal passion through many of its more
subtle windings, as in the poems of the mioT BoY and the MAD
MOTHER; by accompanying the last struggles of a human being at
the approach of death, cleaving in solitude to life and society, as in
the Poem of the FORSAKEN INDIAN; by shewing, as in the Stanzas
entitled WE ARE SEVEN, the perplexity and obscurity which in child-
hood attend our notion of death, or rather our utter inability to
admit that notion; or by displaying the strength of fraternal, or to
speak more philosophically, of moral attachment Swn:. early
associated with the great and beautiful objects of nature, as in THE
BROTHERS; O, as in the Incident of siMON LEE, by placing my Reader
in the way of recciving from ordinary moral sensations another and
more salutary impression than we are accustomed to receive from
them. It has also been part of my general purpose to attempt to
sketch characters under the influence of less impassioned feelings, as
in the OLD MAN TRAVELLING, THE TwO THIEVES, &c. characters of
which the elements are simple, belonging rather to nature than to
manners,!! such as exist now and will probably always exist, and
which from their constitution may be distinctly and profitably
contemplated. I will not abuse the indulgence of my Reader by
dwelling longer upon this subject; but it is proper that I should
mention one other circumstance which distinguishes these Poems
from the popular Poetry of the day; it is this, that the feeling therein
developed gives importance to the action and situation and not the
action and situation to the fecling. My meaning will be rendered
perfectly intelligible by referring my Reader to the Poems entitled
POOR susaN and the CHILDLESS FATHER, particularly to the last
Stanza of the latter Poem.

I will not suffer a sense of false modesty to prevent me from
asserting, that I point my Reader’s attention to this mark of dis-

10. Psychological drives as well as reactions to sense impressions. .

11. “Nature” refers here to the general character or disposition inherent in
mankind generally; “manners” refers to more specific traits in certain types of
people, usually developing from the kind of life they lead.
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tinction far less for the sake of these particular Poems than from the
general importance of the subject. The subject is indeed important!
For the human mind is capable of excitement without the applica-
tion of gross and violent stimulants; and he must have a very faint
perception of its beauty and dignity who does not know this, and
who does not further know that one being is elevated above another
in proportion as he possesses this capability. It has therefore appeared
to me that to endeavour to produce or enlarge this capability is one
of the best services in which, at any period, a Writer can be engaged;
but this service, excellent at all times, is especially so at the present
day. For a multitude of causes unknown to former times are now
acting with a combined force to blunt the discriminating powers of
the mind, and unfitting it for all voluntary exertion to reduce it to a
state of almost savage torpor. The most effective of these causes are
the great national events which are daily taking place, and the
encreasing accumulation of men in cities, where the uniformity of
their occupations produces a craving for extraordinary incident
which the rapid communication of intelligence hourly gratifies.12
To this tendency of life and manners the literature and theatrical
exhibitions of the country have conformed themselves. The in-
valuable works of our elder writers, I had almost said the works of
Shakespear and Milton, are driven into neglect by frantic novels,
sickly and stupid German Tragedies, and deluges of idle and
extravagant stories in verse.!3—When I think upon this degrading
thirst after outrageous stimulation I am almost ashamed to have
spoken of the feeble effort with which I have endeavoured to
counteract it; and reflecting upon the magnitude of the general evil,
I should be oppressed with no dishonorable melancholy, had I not a
deep impression of certain inherent and indestructible qualities of
the human mind, and likewise of certain powers in the great and
permanent objects that act upon it which are equally inherent and

12. One of the major national events was the war with France. Manchester is
an example of a city whose population doubled between 1760 and 1790, and rapid
communication was enhanced by invention of the telegraph.

13. Gothic novels (e.g., The Monk), German drama (Schiller’s Robbers), and
verse narratives (Joanna Baillie’s Night Scenes of Other Times). See Prelude, VII,
675-721, for a full list of factors contributing to “torpor.”
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indestructible; and did I not further add to this impression a belief
that the time is approaching when the evil will be systematically
opposed by men of greater powers and with far more distinguished
success.

Having dwelt thus long on the subjects and aim of these Poems, 1
shall request the Reader’s permission to apprize him of a few
circumstances relating to their style, in order, among other reasons,
that I may not be censured for not having performed what I never
attempted. Except in a very few instances the Reader will find no
personifications of abstract ideas in these volumes, not that I mean
to censure such personifications: they may be well fitted for certain
sorts of composition, but in these Poems I propose to myself to
imitate, and, as far as possible, to adopt the very language of men,
and I do not find that such personifications make any regular or
natural part of that language. I wish to keep my Reader in the
company of flesh and blood, persuaded that by so doing I shall
interest him. Not but that I believe that others who pursue a
different track may interest him likewise: I do not interfere with
their claim, I only wish to prefer a different claim of my own. There
will also be found in these volumes little of what is usually called
poetic diction; I have taken as much pains to avoid it as others
ordinarily take to produce it; this I have done for the reason already
alleged, to bring my language near to the language of men, and
further, because the pleasure which I have proposed to myself to
impart is of a kind very different from that which is supposed by
many persons to be the proper object of poetry. I do not know how
without being culpably particular I can give my Reader a more
exact notion of the style in which I wished these poems to be
written than by informing him that I have at all times endeavoured
to look steadily at my subject, consequently I hope it will be found
that there is in these Poems little falsehood of description, and that
my ideas are expressed in language fitted to their respective
importance. Something I must have gained by this practice, as it is
friendly to one property of all good poetry, namely good sense; but
it has necessarily cut me off from a large portion of phrases and
figures of speech which from father to son have long been regarded
as the common inheritance of Poets. I have also thought it expedient

PrEFACE TO LyricaL Barraps 23

to restrict myself still further, having abstained from the use of many
expressions, in themselves proper and beautiful, but which have
been foolishly repeated by bad Poets till such feelings of disgust are
connected with them as it is scarcely possible by any art of association
to overpower.

If in a Poem there should be found a series of lines, or even a
single line, in which the language, though naturally arranged and
according to the strict laws of metre, does not differ from that of
prose, there is a numerous class of critics who, when they stumble
upon these prosaisms as they call them, imagine that they have
made a notable discovery, and exult over the Poet as over a man
ignorant of his own profession. Now these men would establish a
canon of criticism which the Reader will conclude he must utterly
reject if he wishes to be pleased with these volumes. And it would be
a most easy task to prove to him that not only the language of a
large portion of every good poem, even of the most elevated
character, must necessarily, except with reference to the metre, in
no respect differ from that of good prose, but likewise that some of
the most interesting parts of the best poems will be found to be
strictly the language of prose when prose is well written. The truth
of this assertion might be demonstrated by innumerable passages
from almost all the poctical writings, even of Milton himself. I have
not space for much quotation; but, to illustrate the subject in a
general manner, I will here adduce a short composition of Gray,
who was at the head of those who by their reasonings have attempted
to widen the space of separation betwixt Prose and Metrical
composition, and was more than any other man curiously elaborate
in the structure of his own poetic diction.

In vain to me the smiling mornings shine,
And reddening Phoebus lifts his golden fire:
The birds in vain their amorous descant join,
Or chearful fields resume their green attire:
These ears alas! for other notes repine;

A different object do these eyes require;

My lonely anguish melts no heart but mine ;

And in my breast the imperfect joys expire;

Yet Morning smiles the busy race to cheer,
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And new-born pleasure brings to happier men;
The fields to all their wonted tribute bear;

To warm their little loves the birds complain.
I fruitless mourn to him that cannot hear

And weep the more because I weep in vain.14

It will easily be perceived that the only part of this Sonnet which is
of any value is the lines printed in Italics: it is equally obvious that
except in the rhyme, and in the use of the single word “fruitless”
for fruitlessly, which is so far a defect, the language of these lines
does in no respect differ from that of prose.

Is there then, it will be asked, no essential difference between the
language of prose and metrical composition? I answer that there
neither is nor can be any essential difference. We are fond of tracing
the resemblance between Poetry and Painting, and, accordingly,
we call them Sisters: but where shall we find bonds of connection
sufliciently strict to typify the affinity betwixt metrical and prose
composition? They both speak by and to the same organs; the
bodies in which both of them are clothed may be said to be of the
same substance, their affections are kindred and almost identical,
not necessarily differing even in degree; Poetry!S sheds no tears
“such as Angels weep,”16 but natural and human tears; she can
boast of no celestial Ichor that distinguishes her vital juices from
those of prose; the same human blood circulates through the veins
of them both.

If it be affirmed that rhyme and metrical arrangement of them-
selves constitute a distinction which overturns what I have been

14. “Sonnet on the Death of Richard West.” For Gray’s remarks on the
language of poetry, see his Correspondence, ed. P. Toynbee and L. Whibley (3 vols.;
Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1935), 1, 192-193. Gray is arguing, however, for the
propriety of using the language of Chaucer and Shakespeare.

15. [I here use the word “Poetry” (though against my own judgment) as
opposed to the word Prose, and synonymous with metrical composition. But much
confusion has been introduced into criticism by this contradistinction of Poetry
and Prose, instead of the more philosophical one of Poctry and Science. The only
strict antithesis to Prose is Metre.—W.] On this topic the Preface echoes an article
in the Monthly Magazine for July, 1796. See W. J. B. Owen, “Wordsworth’s
Preface to Lyrical Ballads,” Anglistica, IX (1957), 23-25.

16. Paradise Lost, 1, 620.
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saying on the strict affinity of metrical language with that of prose,
and paves the way for other distinctions which the mind voluntarily
admits, I answer that the distinction of rhyme and metre is regular
and uniform, and not, like that which is produced by what is usually
called poetic diction, arbitrary and subject to infinite caprices upon
which no calculation whatever can be made. In the one case the
Reader is utterly at the mercy of the Poet respecting what imagery
or diction he may choose to connect with the passion, whereas in the
other the metre obeys certain laws, to which the Poet and Reader
both willingly submit because they are certain, and because no
interference is made by them with the passion but such as the
concurring testimony of ages has shewn to heighten and improve the
pleasure which co-exists with it.

It will now be proper to answer an obvious question, namely,
why, professing these opinions have I written in verse? To this in
the first place I reply, because, however I may have restricted
myself, there is still left open to me what confessedly constitutes the
most valuable object of all writing whether in prose or verse, the
great and universal passions of men, the most general and interesting
of their occupations, and the entire world of nature, from which I
am at liberty to supply myself with endless combinations of forms
and imagery. Now, granting for a moment that whatever is interest-
ing in these objects may be as vividly described in prose, why am I
to be condemned if to such description I have endeavoured to
superadd the charm which by the consent of all nations is acknowl-
edged to exist in metrical language ? To this it will be answered, that
a very small part of the pleasure given by Poetry depends upon the
metre, and that it is injudicious to write in metre unless it be
accompanied with the other artificial distinctions of style with
which metre is usually accompanied, and that by such deviation
more will be lost from the shock which will be thereby given to the
Reader’s associations than will be counterbalanced by any pleasure
which he can derive from the general power of numbers. In answer
to those who thus contend for the necessity of accompanying metre
with certain appropriate colours of style in order to the accomplish-
ment of its appropriate end, and who also, in my opinion, greatly
under-rate the power of metre in itself, it might perhaps be almost
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sufficient to observe that poems are extant, written upon more
humble subjects, and in a more naked and simple style than what I
have aimed at, which poems have continued to give pleasure from
generation to generation. Now, if nakedness and simplicity be a
defect, the fact here mentioned affords a strong presumption that
poems somewhat less naked and simple are capable of affording
pleasure at the present day; and all that I am now attempting is to
justify myself for having written under the impression of this
belief.

But I might point out various causes why, when the style is
manly, and the subject of some importance, words metrically
arranged will long continue to impart such a pleasure to mankind
as he who is sensible of the extent of that pleasure will be desirous
to impart. The end of Poetry is to produce excitement in co-
existence with an over-balance of pleasure. Now, by the supposition,
excitement is an unusual and irregular state of the mind; ideas and
feelings do not in that state succeed each other in accustomed order.
But if the words by which this excitement is produced are in them-
selves powerful, or the images and feelings have an undue proportion
of pain connected with them, there is some danger that the excite-
ment may be carried beyond its proper bounds. Now the co-presence
of something regular, something to which the mind has been
accustomed when in an unexcited or a less excited state, cannot but
have great efficacy in tempering and restraining the passion by an
intertexture of ordinary feeling. This may be illustrated by appealing
to the Reader’s own experience of the reluctance with which he
comes to the re-perusal of the distressful parts of Clarissa Harlowe,
or the Gamester.l? While Shakespeare’s writings, in the most
pathetic scenes, never act upon us as pathetic beyond the bounds of
pleasure—an effect which is in a great degree to be ascribed to small,
but continual and regular impulses of pleasurable surprise from the
metrical arrangement.—On the other hand (what it must be
allowed will much more frequently happen) if the Poet’s words
should be incommensurate with the passion, and inadequate to
raise the Reader to a height of desirable excitement, then, (unless

17. Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa (1747-1748) and Edward Moore’s popular
domestic play in prose (1753).
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the Poet’s choice of his metre has been grossly injudicious) in the
feelings of pleasure which the Reader has been accustomed to
connect with metre in general, and in the feeling, whether chearful
or melancholy, which he has been accustomed to connect with that
particular movement of metre, there will be found something which
will greatly contribute to impart passion to the words, and to effect
the complex end which the Poet proposes to himself.

If I had undertaken a systematic defence of the theory upon
which these poems are written, it would have been my duty to
develope the various causes upon which the pleasure received from
metrical language depends. Among the chief of these causes is to be
reckoned a principle which must be well known to those who have
made any of the Arts the object of accurate reflection; I mean the
pleasure which the mind derives from the perception of similitude
in dissimilitude. This principle is the great spring of the activity of
our minds and their chief feeder. From this principle the direction
of the sexual appetite, and all the passions connected with it take
their origin: It is the life of our ordinary conversation; and upon
the accuracy with which similitude in dissimilitude, and dissimilitude
in similitude are perceived, depend our taste and our moral feelings.
It would not have been a useless employment to have applied this
principle to the consideration of metre, and to have shewn that
metre is hence enabled to afford much pleasure, and to have
pointed out in what manner that pleasure is produced. But my
limits will not permit me to enter upon this subject, and I must
content myself with a general summary.

I have said that Poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful
feelings: it takes its origin from emotion recollected in tranquillity:
the emotion is contemplated till by a species of reaction the tran-
quillity gradually disappears, and an emotion, similar to that which
was before the subject of contemplation, is gradually produced, and
does itself actually exist in the mind. In this mood successful
composition generally begins, and in a mood similar to this it is
carried on; but the emotion, of whatever kind and in whatever
degree, from various causes is qualified by various pleasures, so
that in describing any passions whatsoever, which are voluntarily
described, the mind will upon the whole be in a state of enjoyment.
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Now if Nature be thus cautious in preserving in a state of enjoyment
a being thus employed, the Poet ought to profit by the lesson thus
held forth to him, and ought especially to take care, that whatever
passions he communicates to his Reader, those passions, if his
Reader’s mind be sound and vigorous, should always be accompanied
with an overbalance of pleasure. Now the music of harmonious
metrical language, the sense of difficulty overcome, and the blind
association of pleasure which has been previously received from
works of rhyme or metre of the same or similar construction, all
these imperceptibly make up a complex feeling of delight, which is
of the most important use in tempering the painful feeling which will
always be found intermingled with powerful descriptions of the
deeper passions. This effect is always produced in pathetic and
impassioned poetry; while in lighter compositions the ease and
gracefulness with which the Poet manages his numbers are them-
selves confessedly a principal source of the gratification of the Reader.
I might perhaps include all which it is necessary to say upon this
subject by affirming what few persons will deny, that of two
descriptions either of passions, manners, or characters, each of them
equally well executed, the one in prose and the other in verse, the
verse will be read a hundred times where the prose is read once. We
see thut Pope by the power of verse alone, has contrived to render
the plainest common sense interesting, and even frequently to
invest it with the appearance of passion. In consequence of these
convictions I related in metre the Tale of GoopY BLAKE and HARRY
ciLL, which is one of the rudest of this collection. I wished to draw
attention to the truth that the power of the human imagination is
sufficient to produce such changes even in our physical nature as
might almost appear miraculous. The truth is an important one;
the fact (for it is a fact) is a valuable illustration of it. And I have the
satisfaction of knowing that it has been communicated to many
hundreds of people who would never have heard of it, had it not
been narrated as a Ballad, and in a more impressive metre than is
usual in Ballads.

Having thus adverted to a few of the reasons why I have written
in verse, and why I have chosen subjects from common life, and
endeavoured to bring my language near to the real language of
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men, if I have been too minute in pleading my own cause, I have
at the same time been treating a subject of general interest; and it is
for this reason that I request the Reader’s permission to add a few
words with reference solely to these particular poems, and to some
defects which will probably be found in them. I am sensible that my
associations must have sometimes been particular instead of general,
and that, consequently, giving to things a false importance, some-
times from diseased impulses I may have written upon unworthy
subjects; but I am less apprehensive on this account, than that my
language may frequently have suffered from those arbitrary
connections of feelings and ideas with particular words, from which
no man can altogether protect himself. Hence I have no doubt that
in some instances feelings even of the ludicrous may be given to my
Readers by expressions which appeared to me tender and pathetic.
Such faulty expressions, were I convinced they were faulty at
present, and that they must necessarily continue to be so, I would
willingly take all reasonable pains to correct. But it is dangerous to
make these alterations on the simple authority of a few individuals,
or even of certain classes of men; for where the understanding of an
Author is not convinced, or his feelings altered, this cannot be done
without great injury to himself: for his own feelings are his stay and
support, and if he sets them aside in one instance, he may be
induced to repeat this act till his mind loses all confidence in itself
and becomes utterly debilitated. To this it may be added, that the
Reader ought never to forget that he is himself exposed to the same
errors as the Poet, and perhaps in a much greater degree: for there
can be no presumption in saying that it is not probable he will be
so well acquainted with the various stages of meaning through
which words have passed, or with the fickleness or stability of the
relations of particular ideas to each other; and above all, since he is
so much less interested in the subject, he may decide lightly and
carelessly.

Long as I have detained my Reader, I hope he will permit me to
caution him against a mode of false criticism which has been applied
to Poetry in which the language closely resembles that of life and
nature. Such verses have been triumphed over in parodies of which
Dr. Johnson’s Stanza is a fair specimen.
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“I put my hat upon my head,
And walk’d into the Strand,

And there I met another man
Whose hat was in his hand.”’18

Immediately under these lines I will place one of the most justly
admired stanzas of the ‘“Babes in the Wood.”

“These pretty Babes with hand in hand
Went wandering up and down;

But never more they saw the Man
Approaching from the Town.”19

In both of these stanzas the words, and the order of the words, in
no respect differ from the most unimpassioned conversation. There
are words in both, for example, “‘the Strand,” and ‘“‘the Town,”
connected with none but the most familiar ideas; yet the one stanza
we admit as admirable, and the other as a fair example of the
superlatively contemptible. Whence arises this difference? Not
from the metre, not from the language, not from the order of the
words; but the matter expressed in Dr. Johnson’s stanza is con-
temptible. The proper method of treating trivial and simple verses
to which Dr. Johnson’s stanza would be a fair parallelism is not to
say this is a bad kind of poetry, or this is not poetry, but this wants
sense; it is neither interesting in itself, nor can lead to any thing
interesting ; the images neither originate in that sane state of feeling
which arises out of thought, nor can excite thought or feeling in the
Reader. This is the only sensible manner of dealing with such verses:
Why trouble yourself about the species till you have previously
decided upon the genus? Why take pains to prove that an Ape is
not a Newton when it is self-evident that he is not a man.

I have one request to make of my Reader, which is, that in
judging these Poems he would decide by his own feelings genuinely,

18. Dr. Johnson’s stanza had been published in the London Magazine, April,
1785. See Poems of Samuel Johnson, ed. D. Nichol Smith and E. L. McAdam (Oxford :
Clarendon Press, 1941), pp. 157-158.

19. This version has been found elsewhere only in a street-ballad broadside.
See F. W. Bateson, Wordsworth: A Reinterpretation (London: Longmans, 1954),
p- 135. The version in Percy’s Reliques (4th ed.; London, 1794), 111, 176, has in the
third line: “But never more could see the Man.”
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and not by reflection upon what will probably be the judgment of
others. How common is it to hear a person say, “‘I myself do not
object to this style of composition or this or that expression, but to
such and such classes of people it will appear mean or ludicrous.”
This mode of criticism so destructive of all sound unadulterated
judgment is almost universal: I have therefore to request that the
Reader would abide independently by his own feelings, and that if
he finds himself affected he would not suffer such conjectures to
interfere with his pleasure.

If an Author by any single composition has impressed us with
respect for his talents, it is useful to consider this as affording a
presumption, that, on other occasions where we have been dis-
pleased, he nevertheless may not have written ill or absurdly; and,
further, to give him so much credit for this one composition as may
induce us to review what has displeased us with more care than we
should otherwise have bestowed upon it. This is not only an act of
justice, but in our decisions upon poetry especially, may conduce in
a high degree to the improvement of our own taste: for an accurate
taste in Poetry and in all the other arts, as Sir Joshua Reynolds has
observed, is an acquired talent, which can only be produced by
thought and a long continued intercourse with the best models of
composition. This is mentioned not with so ridiculous a purpose as
to prevent the most inexperienced Reader from judging for himself,
(I have already said that I wish him to judge for himself;) but
merely to temper the rashness of decision, and to suggest that if
Poetry be a subject on which much time has not been bestowed, the
judgment may be erroneous, and that in many cases it necessarily
will be so.

I know that nothing would have so effectually contributed to
further the end which I have in view as to have shewn of what kind
the pleasure is, and how the pleasure is produced which is confessedly
produced by metrical composition essentially different from what I
have here endeavoured to recommend; for the Reader will say that
he has been pleased by such composition and what can I do more
for him? The power of any art is limited and he will suspect that if
I propose to furnish him with new friends it is only upon condition
of his abandoning his old friends. Besides, as I have said, the Reader
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is himself conscious of the pleasure which he has received from such
composition, composition to which he has peculiarly attached the
endearing name of Poetry; and all men feel an habitual gratitude,
and something of an honorable bigotry for the objects which have
long continued to please them: we not only wish to be pleased, but
to be pleased in that particular way in which we have been
accustomed to be pleased. There is a host of arguments in these
feelings; and I should be the less able to combat them successfully,
as I am willing to allow, that, in order entirely to enjoy the Poetry
which I am recommending, it would be necessary to give up much
of what is ordinarily enjoyed. But would my limits have permitted
me to point out how this pleasure is produced, I might have removed
many obstacles, and assisted my Reader in perceiving that the
powers of language are not so limited as he may suppose; and that
it is possible that poetry may give other enjoyments, of a purer,
more lasting, and more exquisite nature. But this part of my subject
I have been obliged altogether to omit: as it has been less my
present aim to prove that the interest excited by some other kinds
of poetry is less vivid, and less worthy of the nobler powers of the
mind, than to offer reasons for presuming, that, if the object which I
have proposed to myself were adequately attained, a species of
poetry would be produced, which is genuine poetry; in its nature
well adapted to interest mankind permanently, and likewise
important in the multiplicity and quality of its moral relations.

From what has been said, and from a perusal of the Poems, the
Reader will be able clearly to perceive the object which I have
proposed to myself: he will determine how far I have attained this
object; and, what is a much more important question, whether it be
worth attaining; and upon the decision of these two questions will
rest my claim to the approbation of the public.

Lyrical Ballads, with Other Poems (2 vols.; London, 1800), I, [v]-xlvi.



Essay, Supplementary to the Preface
(1815)

By this time, I trust that the judicious Reader, who has now first
become acquainted with these poems, is persuaded that a very
senseless outcry has been raised against them and their Author.—
Casually, and very rarely only, do I see any periodical publication,
except a daily newspaper; but I am not wholly unacquainted with
the spirit in which my most active and perserving Adversaries have
maintained their hostility; nor with the impudent falsechoods and
base artifices to which they have had recourse.! These, as implying a
consciousness on their parts that attacks honestly and fairly con-
ducted would be unavailing, could not but have been regarded by
me with triumph; had they been accompanied with such display
of talents and information as might give weight to the opinions of
the Writers, whether favourable or unfavourable. But the ignorance
of those who have chosen to stand forth as my enemies,? as far as I

1. An example of ““base artifice” is in The Satirist for December, 1809 (V, 548—
556): “The Bards of the Lake” describes a recitation by Wordsworth, Coleridge,
Southey, and Lamb, surrounded by their womenfolk. Wordsworth recites “The
Hermit and the Snail”:

A hermit walk’d forth from his cell one day,
And he met a snail across his way,
And thus to the snail did the hermit say,
“Silly snail!
“Is it thy love thou goest to meet,
To woo her in her green retreat?
No—thou hast horns upon thy head,
Thou art already married,
Silly snail!”
Mr. Satirist reported that “the ladies seemed not altogether to approve the
indirect satire contained in it” (pp. 549-550).

2. Wordsworth had probably heard that Jeffrey had read only the first seventeen
passages of The Excursion before writing the review beginning “This will never do!”
See Elsie Smith, Estimate of William Wordsworth (Oxford: Blackwell, 1932), p. 173.
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am acquainted with their enmity, has unfortunately been still more
gross than their disingenuousness, and their incompetence more
flagrant than their malice. The effect in the eyes of the discerning is
indeed ludicrous: yet, contemptible as such men are, in return for
the forced compliment paid me by their long-continued notice
(which, as I have appeared so rarely before the public, no one can
say has been solicited) I entreat them to spare themselves. The lash,
which they are aiming at my productions, does, in fact, only fall on
phantoms of their own brain; which, I grant, I am innocently
instrumental in raising.—By what fatality the orb of my genius (for
genius none of them seem to deny me)3 acts upon these men like
the moon upon a certain description of patients, it would be irksome
to inquire; nor would it consist with the respect which I owe myself
to take further notice of opponents whom I internally despise.

With the young, of both sexes, Poetry is, like love, a passion; but,
for much the greater part of those who have been proud of its power
over their minds, a necessity soon arises of breaking the pleasing
bondage; or it relaxes of itself;—the thoughts being occupied in
domestic cares, or the time engrossed by business. Poetry then
becomes only an occasional recreation; while to those whose
existence passes away in a course of fashionable pleasure it is a
species of luxurious amusement.—In middle and declining age, a
scattered number of serious persons resort to poetry, as to religion,
for a protection against the pressure of trivial employments, and as a
consolation for the afflictions of life. And lastly, there are many,
who, having been enamoured of this art, in their youth, have found
leisure, after youth was spent, to cultivate general literature; in
which poetry has continued to be comprehended as a study.

Into the above Classes the Readers of poetry may be divided;
Ciritics abound in them all; but from the last only can opinions be
collected of absolute value, and worthy to be depended upon, as
prophetic of the destiny of a new work. The young, who in nothing
can escape delusion, are especially subject to it in their intercourse
with poetry. The cause, not so obvious as the fact is unquestionable,
is the same as that from which erroneous judgments in this art, in

3. Reviewing an edition of Ford’s Dramatic Works in August, 1811, Jeffrey
acknowledged that Wordsworth had “given great proofs of original genius”

(Edinburgh Review, XVIII, 283).
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the minds of men of all ages, chiefly proceed; but upon Youth it
operates with peculiar force. The appropriate business of poetry
(which, nevertheless, if genuine is as permanent as pure science)
her appropriate employment, her privilege and her duty, is to treat of
things not as they are, but as they appear; not as they exist in them-
selves, but as they seem to exist to the senses and to the passions.* What
a world of delusion does this acknowledged principle prepare for the
inexperienced! what temptations to go astray are here held forth
for those whose thoughts have been little disciplined by the under-
standing, and whose feelings revolt from the sway of reason!—When
a juvenile Reader is in the height of his rapture with some vicious
passage, should experience throw in doubts, or common-sense
suggest suspicions, a lurking consciousness that the realities of the
Muse are but shows, and that her liveliest excitements are raised by
transient shocks of conflicting feeling and successive assemblages of
contradictory thoughts—is ever at hand to justify extravagance,
and to sanction absurdity. But, it may be asked, as these illusions
are unavoidable, and no doubt eminently useful to the mind as a
process, what good can be gained by making observations the
tendency of which is to diminish the confidence of youth in its
feelings, and thus to abridge its innocent and even profitable
pleasures? The reproach implied in the question could not be
warded off, if Youth were incapable of being delighted with what is
truly excellent; or if these errors always terminated of themselves in
due season. But, with the majority, though their force be abated,
they continue through life. Moreover, the fire of youth is too
vivacious an element to be extinguished or damped by a philo-
sophical remark; and, while there is no danger that what has been
said will be injurious or painful to the ardent and the confident, it
may prove beneficial to those who, being enthusiastic, are, at the

4. Cf. Biographia Literaria (ed. J. Shawcross {2 vols.; London: Oxford University
Press, 1907]): “Images, however beautiful, though faithfully copied from nature,
and as accurately represented in words, do not of themselves characterize the poet.
They become proofs of original genius only as far as they are modified by a
predominant passion, or by associated thoughts or images awakened by that
passion; or when they have the effect of reducing multitude to unity, or succession

to an instant; or lastly, when a human and intellectual life is transferred to them
from the poet’s own spirit . . .”” (11, 16).
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same time, modest and ingenuous. The intimation may unite with
their own misgivings to regulate their sensibility, and to bring in,
sooner than it would otherwise have arrived, a more discreet and
sound judgment.

If it should excite wonder that men of ability, in later life, whose
understandings have been rendered acute by practice in affairs,
should be so easily and so far imposed upon when they happen to
take up a new work in verse, this appears to be the cause;—that,
having discontinued their attention to poetry, whatever progress
may have been made in other departments of knowledge, they have
not, as to this art, advanced in true discernment beyond the age of
youth. If then a new poem falls in their way, whose attractions are
of that kind which would have enraptured them during the heat of
youth, the judgment not being improved to a degree that they shall
be disgusted, they are dazzled; and prize and cherish the faults for
having had power to make the present time vanish before them,
and to throw the mind back, as by enchantment, into the happiest
season of life. As they read, powers seem to be revived, passions are
regenerated, and pleasures restored. The Book was probably taken
up after an escape from the burthen of business, and with a wish to
forget the world, and all its vexations and anxieties. Having
obtained this wish, and so much more, it is natural that they should
make report as they have felt.

If Men of mature age, through want of practice, be thus easily
beguiled into admiration of absurdities, extravagances, and mis-
placed ornaments, thinking it proper that their understandings
should enjoy a holiday, while they are unbending their minds with
verse, it may be expected that such Readers will resemble their
former selves also in strength of prejudice, and an inaptitude to be
moved by the unostentatious beauties of a pure style. In the higher
poetry, an enlightened Critic chiefly looks for a reflexion of the
wisdom of the heart and the grandeur of the imagination. Wherever
these appear, simplicity accompanies them; Magnificence herself,
when legitimate, depending upon a simplicity of her own, to
regulate her ornaments. But it is a well known property of human
nature that our estimates are ever governed by comparisons, of
which we are conscious with various degrees of distinctness. Is it
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not, then, inevitable (confining these observations to the effects of
style merely) that an eye, accustomed to the glaring hues of diction
by which such Readers are caught and excited, will for the most
part be rather repelled than attracted by an original Work the
coloring of which is disposed according to a pure and refined scheme
of harmony ? It is in the fine arts as in the affairs of life, no man can
serve (i.e. obey with zeal and fidelity) two Masters.

As Poetry is most just to its own divine origin when it administers
the comforts and breathes the spirit of religion,5 they who have
learned to perceive this truth, and who betake themselves to reading
verse for sacred purposes, must be preserved from numerous
illusions to which the two Classes of Readers, whom we have been
considering, are liable. But, as the mind grows serious from the
weight of life, the range of its passions is contracted accordingly;
and its sympathies become so exclusive that many species of high
excellence wholly escape, or but languidly excite, its notice. Besides,
Men who read from religious or moral inclinations, even when the
subject is of that kind which they approve, are beset with mis-
conceptions and mistakes peculiar to themselves. Attaching so much
importance to the truths which interest them, they are prone to
overrate the Authors by whom these truths are expressed and
enforced. They come prepared to impart so much passion to the
Poet’s language, that they remain unconscious how little, in fact,
they receive from it. And, on the other hand, religious faith is to
him who holds it so momentous a thing, and error appears to be
attended with such tremendous consequences, that, if opinions
touching upon religion occur which the Reader condemns, he not
only cannot sympathize with them however animated the expression,
but there is, for the most part, an end put to all satisfaction and
enjoyment. Love, if it before existed, is converted into dislike; and
the heart of the Reader is set against the Author and his book.—To
these excesses, they, who from their professions ought to be the most
guarded against them, are perhaps the most liable; I mean those

5. Cf. John Dennis, “Grounds of Criticism in Poetry” (1704) (Works, ed. E. N.
Hooker [2 vols.; Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1939-1943]): “Poetry is the
natural language of Religion, and ... Religion at first produced it, as a cause
produces its Effect” (I, 364).
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sects whose religion, being from the calculating understanding, is
cold and formal.¢ For when Christianity, the religion of humility,
is founded upon the proudest quality of our nature, what can be
expected but contradictions? Accordingly, believers of this cast are
at one time contemptuous; at another, being troubled as they are
and must be with inward misgivings, they are jealous and suspicious;
—and at all seasons, they are under temptation to supply, by the
heat with which they defend their tenets, the animation which is
wanting to the constitution of the religion itself.

Faith was given to man that his affections, detached from the
treasures of time, might be inclined to settle upon those of eternity :—
the elevation of his nature, which this habit produces on earth,
being to him a presumptive evidence of a future state of existence;
and giving him a title to partake of its holiness. The religious man
values what he sees chiefly as an “imperfect shadowing forth”7 of
what he is incapable of seeing. The concerns of religion refer to
indefinite objects, and are too weighty for the mind to support
them without relieving itself by resting a great part of the burthen
upon words and symbols. The commerce between Man and his
Maker cannot be carried on but by a process where much is
represented in little, and the infinite Being accommodates himself to
a finite capacity.? In all this may be perceived the affinities between
religion and poetry ;—between religion—making up the deficiencies
of reason by faith, and poetry—passionate for the instruction of
reason; between religion—whose element is infinitude, and whose
ultimate trust is the supreme of things, submitting herself to
circumscription and reconciled to substitutions; and poetry—
etherial and transcendant, yet incapable to sustain her existence
without sensuous incarnation. In this community of nature may be
perceived also the lurking incitements of kindred error;—so that

6. Cf. Wordsworth’s comment on Patty Smith’s criticism of The Excursion,
above, p. 134.

7. Cf. Alexander Knox, Remains, ed. J. J. Hornby (4 vols.; London, 1834-1837),
I, 15, speaking of every species of the sublime as being ‘““a shadowing of Deity.”

8. Cf. Biographia Literaria (ed. J. Shawcross) describing Coleridge’s moving
away from Unitarianism: “The idea of the Supreme Being appeared to me to be

as necessarily implied in all particular modes of being as the idea of infinite space
in all the geometrical figures by which space is limited” (I, 133).
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we shall find that no poetry has been more subject to distortion,
than that species the argument and scope of which is religious; and
no lovers of the art have gone further astray than the pious and
the devout.

Whither then shall we turn for that union of qualifications which
must necessarily exist before the decisions of a critic can be of
absolute value? For a mind at once poetical and philosophical; for
a critic whose affections are as free and kindly as the spirit of society,
and whose understanding is severe as that of dispassionate govern-
ment? Where are we to look for that initiatory composure of mind
which no selfishness can disturb? For a natural sensibility that has
been tutored into correctness without losing any thing of its quick-
ness; and for active faculties capable of answering the demands
which an Author of original imagination shall make upon them,—
associated with a judgment that cannot be duped into admiration
by aught that is unworthy of it?—Among those and those only,
who, never having suffered their youthful love of poetry to remit
much of its force, have applied, to the consideration of the laws of
this art, the best power of their understandings. At the same time
it must be observed—that, as this Class comprehends the only
judgments which are trust-worthy, so does it include the most
erroneous and perverse. For to be mis-taught is worse than to be
untaught; and no perverseness equals that which is supported by
system, no errors are so difficult to root out as those which the
understanding has pledged its credit to uphold. In this Class are
contained Censors, who, if they be pleased with what is good, are
pleased with it only by imperfect glimpses, and upon false principles;
who, should they generalize rightly to a certain point, are sure to
suffer for it 1n the end;—who, if they stumble upon a sound rule,
are fettered by misapplying it, or by straining it too far; being
incapable of perceiving when it ought to yield to one of higher order.
In it are found Critics too petulant to be passive to a genuine Poet,
and too feeble to grapple with him; Men, who take upon them to
report of the course which ke holds whom they are utterly unable
to accompany,—confounded if he turn quick upon the wing,
dismayed if he soar steadily into “‘the region”;9—Men of palsied

9. Paradise Lost, 111, 349.
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imaginations and indurated hearts; in whose minds all healthy
action is languid,—who, therefore, feed as the many direct them, or
with the many, are greedy after vicious provocatives;—Judges,
whose censure is auspicious, and whose praise ominous! In this
Class meet together the two extremes of best and worst.

The observations presented in the foregoing series, are of too
ungracious a nature to have been made without reluctance; and
were it only on this account I would invite the Reader to try them
by the test of comprehensive experience. If the number of judges
who can be confidently relied upon be in reality so small, it ought to
follow that partial notice only, or neglect, perhaps long continued,
or attention wholly inadequate to their merits—must have been
the fate of most works in the higher departments of poetry; and that,
on the other hand, numerous productions have blazed into
popularity, and have passed away, leaving scarcely a trace behind
them :—it will be, further, found that when Authors have at length
raised themselves into general admiration and maintained their
ground, errors and prejudices have prevailed concerning their
genius and their works, which the few who are conscious of those
errors and prejudices would deplore; if they were not recompensed
by perceiving that there are select Spirits for whom it is ordained
that their fame shall be in the world an existence like that of Virtue,
which owes its being to the struggles it makes, and its vigour to the
enemies whom it provokes;—a vivacious quality ever doomed to
meet with opposition, and still triumphing over it; and, from the
nature of its dominion, incapable of being brought to the sad
conclusion of Alexander, when he wept that there were no more
worlds for him to conquer.

Let us take a hasty retrospect of the poetical literature of this
Country for the greater part of the last two Centuries, and see if
the facts correspond with these inferences.

Who is there that can now endure to read the “Creation” of
Dubartas? Yet all Europe once resounded with his praise; he was
caressed by Kings; and, when his Poem was translated into our
language, the Faery Queen faded before it. The name of Spenser,
whose genius is of a higher order than even that of Ariosto, is at
this day scarcely known beyond the limits of the British Isles. And,
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if the value of his works is to be estimated from the attention now
paid to them by his Countrymen, compared with that which they
bestow on those of other writers, it must be pronounced small
indeed.

“The laurel, meed of mighty Conquerors
And Poets sage”—19

are his own words; but his wisdom has, in this particular, been his
worst enemy; while, its opposite, whether in the shape of folly or
madness, has been their best friend. But he was a great power; and
bears a high name: the laurel has been awarded to him.

A Dramatic Author, if he write for the Stage, must adapt himself
to the taste of the Audience, or they will not endure him; accordingly
the mighty genius of Shakespeare was listened to. The People were
delighted; but I am not sufficiently versed in Stage antiquities to
determine whether they did not flock as eagerly to the representation
of many pieces of contemporary Authors, wholly undeserving to
appear upon the same boards. Had there been a formal contest for
superiority among dramatic Writers, that Shakespeare, like his
predecessors Sophocles and Euripides, would have often been subject
to the mortification of seeing the prize adjudged to sorry competitors,
becomes too probable when we reflect that the Admirers of Settle
and Shadwell were, in a later age, as numerous, and reckoned as
respectable in point of talent as those of Dryden. At all events, that
Shakespeare stooped to accommodate himself to the People, is
sufficiently apparent; and one of the most striking proofs of his
almost omnipotent genius, is, that he could turn to such glorious
purpose those materials which the prepossessions of the age com-
pelled him to make use of. Yet even this marvellous skill appears not
to have been enough to prevent his rivals from having some advan-
tage over him in public estimation; else how can we account for
passages and scenes that exist in his works, unless upon a supposition
that some of the grossest of them, a fact which in my own mind I
have no doubt of, were foisted in by the Players, for the gratification
of the many?

But that his Works, whatever might be their reception upon the

10. Faerie Queene, 1, 1.9.
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stage, made little impression upon the ruling Intellects of the time,
may be inferred from the fact that Lord Bacon, in his multifarious
writings, no where either quotes or alludes to him.—!1 His dramatic
excellence enabled him to resume possession of the stage after the
Restoration; but Dryden tells us that in his time two of Beaumont’s
and Fletcher’s Plays was acted for one of Shakespeare’s.12 And so
faint and limited was the perception of the poetic beauties of his
dramas in the time of Pope, that, in his Edition of the Plays, with a
view of rendering to the general Reader a necessary service, he
printed between inverted commas those passages which he thought
most worthy of notice.

At this day, the French Critics have abated nothing of their
aversion to this darling of our Nation: “the English with their
Buffon de Shakespeare” is as familiar an expression among them
as in the time of Voltaire.!3 Baron Grimm is the only French writer
who seems to have perceived his infinite superiority to the first
names of the French Theatre; an advantage which the Parisian
Critic owed to his German blood and German education.14 The
most enlightened Italians, though well acquainted with our language,
are wholly incompetent to measure the proportions of Shakespeare.
The Germans only, of foreign nations, are approaching towards a
knowledge and feeling of what he is. In some respects they have
acquired a superiority over the fellow-countrymen of the Poet; for
among us it is a current, I might say, an established opinion that
Shakespeare is justly praised when he is pronounced to be “‘a wild
irregular genius, in whom great faults are compensated by great

11. [The learned Hakewill (a 3d edition of whose book bears date 1635) writing
to refute the error ‘“‘touching Nature’s perpetual and universal decay,” cites
triumphantly the names of Ariosto, Tasso, Bartas, and Spenser, as instances that
poetic genius had not degenerated; but he makes no mention of Shakespeare.—W.]
George Hakewill, An Apologie or Declaration of the Power and Providence of God (2 pts.,
3rd ed.; Oxford, 1635), 1, 290.

12. “Essay of Dramatic Poesy,” Essays of John Dryden, ed. W. P. Ker (2 vols.;
Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1926), 1, 81.

13. Voltaire’s letter to Walpole about the grand buffoon Shakespeare was
published in the Analytical Review in 1789 (V, 567), eliciting a flurry of replies in
Shakespeare’s defense.

14. Baron Melchior von Grimm’s Correspondance Literaire (1753-1790) appeared
in 17 volumes, 1812-1814.
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beauties.”15 How long may it be before this misconception passes
away, and it becomes universally acknowledged that the judgment
of Shakespeare in the selection of his materials, and in the manner
in which he has made them, heterogenecous as they often are,
constitute a unity of their own, and contribute all to one great end,
is not less admirable than his imagination, his invention, and his
intuitive knowledge of human Nature!

There is extant a small Volume of miscellaneous Poems in which
Shakespeare expresses his own feelings in his own Person. It is not
difficult to conceive that the Editor, George Stevens, should have
been insensible to the beauties of one portion of that Volume, the
Sonnets;16 though there is not a part of the writings of this Poet
where is found in an equal compass a greater number of exquisite
feelings felicitously expressed. But, from regard to the Critic’s own
credit, he would not have ventured to talk of an17 act of parliament
not being strong enough to compel the perusal of these, or any
production of Shakespeare, if he had not known that the people of
England were ignorant of the treasures contained in those little
pieces; and if he had not, moreover, shared the too common
propensity of human nature to exult over a supposed fall into the
mire of a genius whom he had been compelled to regard with
admiration, as an inmate of the celestial regions,—‘‘there sitting
where he durst not soar.”18

Nine years before the death of Shakespeare, Milton was born; and

15. Cf. Coleridge’s Shakespearean Criticism, ed. T. M. Raysor (2 vols.; London:
Constable and Company, 1930}, I, 222: “Are the plays of Shakespeare works of
rude uncultivated genius, in which the splendor of the parts compensates, if aught
can compensate, for the barbarous shapelessness and irregularity of the whole?
To which not only the French critics, but even his own English admirers, say
[yes].”

16. George Steevens published Shakespeare’s sonnets in 1766. The statement is
in English Poets, ed. Alexander Chalmers (21 vols.; London, 1810), V, 15.

17. [This flippant insensibility was publickly reprehended by Mr. Coleridge in
a course of Lectures upon Poetry given by him at the Royal Institution. For the
various merits of thought and language in Shakespeare’s Sonnets see Numbers
27, 29, 30, 32, 33, 54, 64, 66, 68, 73, 76, 86, 91, 92, 93, 97, 98, 105, 107, 108, 109,
111, 113, 114, 116, 117, 129, and many others.—W.] On this lecture, see Collected
Letters, ed. E. L. Griggs (6 vols.; Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1956-1964), 111, 362 n.

18. English Poets, ed. Alexander Chalmers, V, 15.
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early in life he published several small poems, which, though on
their first appearance they were praised by a few of the judicious,
were afterwards neglected to that degree that Pope, in his youth,
could pilfer from them without danger of detection.—Whether
these poems are at this day justly appreciated I will not undertake
to decide: nor would it imply a severe reflection upon the mass of
Readers to suppose the contrary; seeing that a Man of the acknowl-
edged genius of Voss, the German Poet, could suffer their spirit to
evaporate; and could change their character, as is done in the
translation made by him of the most popular of those pieces.19 At
all events it is certain that these Poems of Milton are now much
read, and loudly praised; yet were they little heard of till more than
150 years after their publication; and of the Sonnets, Dr. Johnson,
as appears from Boswell’s Life of him, was in the habit of thinking
and speaking as contemptuously as Stevens wrote upon those of
Shakespeare.20

About the time when the Pindaric Odes of Cowley and his
imitators, and the productions of that class of curious thinkers
whom Dr. Johnson has strangely styled Metaphysical Poets, were
beginning to lose something of that extravagant admiration which
they had excited, the Paradise Lost made its appearance. “Fit
audience find though few,”2! was the petition addressed by the
Poet to his inspiring Muse. I have said elsewhere that he gained
more than he asked ;22 this I believe to be true; but Dr. Johnson has
fallen into a gross mistake when he attempts to prove, by the sale
of the work, that Milton’s Countrymen were “just to it” upon its
first appearance.?3 Thirteen hundred Copies were sold in two years;
an uncommon example, he asserts, of the prevalence of genius in
opposition to so much recent enmity as Milton’s public conduct
had excited. But be it remembered that, if Milton’s political and
religious opinions, and the manner in which he announced them,

19. J. H. Voss translated “L’Allegro” (1789) and “Il Penseroso” (1792).

20. Boswell, Life, ed. G. B. Hill and L. F. Powell (6 vols.; Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1934-1950), 1V, 305.

21. Paradise Lost, VII, 31.

22. Preface to The Excursion, above, p. 129.

23. “Life of Milton,” Lives, ed. G. B. Hill (3 vols.; Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1905), 1, 143.
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had raised him many enemies, they had procured him numerous
friends; who, as all personal danger was passed away at the time
of publication, would be eager to procure the master-work of a
Man whom they revered, and whom they would be proud of praising.
The demand did not immediately increase; “for,” says Dr. Johnson,
“many more Readers” (he means Persons in the habit of reading
poetry) “‘than were supplied at first the Nation did not afford.”24
How careless must a writer be who can make this assertion in the
face of so many existing title pages to belie it! Turning to my own
shelves, I find the folio of Cowley, 7th Edition, 1681. A book near it
is Flatman’s Poems, 4th Edition, 1686; Waller, 5th Edition, same
date. The Poems of Norris of Bemerton not long after went, I
believe, through nine Editions. What further demand there might
be for these works I do not know, but I well remember, that 25
Years ago, the Bookseller’s stalls in London swarmed with the folios
of Cowley. This is not mentioned in disparagement of that able
writer and amiable Man; but merely to shew—that, if Milton’s
work was not more read, it was not because readers did not exist
at the time. Only 3000 copies of the Paradise Lost sold in 11 Years;
and the Nation, says Dr. Johnson, had been satisfied from 1623 to
1644, that is 41 Years, with only two Editions of the Works of
Shakespeare; which probably did not together make 1000 Copies;
facts adduced by the critic to prove the “paucity of Readers.”—
There were Readers in multitudes; but their money went for other
purposes, as their admiration was fixed elsewhere. We are authorized,
then, to affirm that the reception of the Paradise Lost, and the slow
progress of its fame, are proofs as striking as can be desired that the
positions which I am attempting to establish are not erroneous.—23
How amusing to shape to one’s self such a critique as a Wit of
Charles’s days, or a Lord of the Miscellanies, or trading Journalist,
of King William’s time, would have brought forth, if he had set his

24. Ibid., 1, 144.

25. [Hughes is express upon this subject; in his dedication of Spenser’s Works
to Lord Somers he writes thus. “It was your Lordship’s encouraging a beautiful
Edition of Paradise Lost that first brought that incomparable Poem to be generally
known and esteemed.”—W.] John Hughes (ed.), Works of Mr Edmund Spenser
(6 vols.; London, 1715), I, v.
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faculties industriously to work upon this Poem, every where
impregnated with original excellence!

So strange indeed are the obliquities of admiration, that they
whose opinions are much influenced by authority will often be
tempted to think that there are no fixed principles in human nature
for this art to rest upon.26 I have been honoured by being permitted
to peruse in MS. a tract composed between the period of the
Revolution and the close of that Century.?? It is the Work of an
English Peer of high accomplishments, its object to form the charac-
ter and direct the studies of his Son. Perhaps no where does a more
beautiful treatise of the kind exist. The good sense and wisdom of
the thoughts, the delicacy of the feelings, and the charm of the style,
are, throughout, equally conspicuous. Yet the Author, selecting
among the Poets of his own Country those whom he deems most
worthy of his son’s perusal, particularizes only Lord Rochester,
Sir John Denham, and Cowley. Writing about the same time,
Shaftsbury, an Author at present unjustly depreciated, describes
the English Muses as only yet lisping in their Cradles.28

The arts by which Pope, soon afterwards, contrived to procure to
himself a more general and a higher reputation than perhaps any
English Poet ever attained during his life-time, are known to the
judicious. And as well known is it to them, that the undue exertion
of these arts, is the cause why Pope has for some time held a rank in
literature, to which, if he had not been seduced by an over-love of
immediate popularity, and had confided more in his native genius,
he never could have descended. He bewitched the nation by his
melody, and dazzled it by his polished style, and was himself
blinded by his own success. Having wandered from humanity in

26. [This opinion seems actually to have been entertained by Adam Smith,
the worst critic, David Hume not excepted, that Scotland, a soil to which this
sort of weed seems natural, has produced.—W.] Smith was reported to have
depreciated Percy’s Reliques and some of Milton’s minor poems. See F. W. Hirst
Adam Smith (London: Macmillan, 1904), pp. 20-21; and above, p. 71.

27. It may be that Wordsworth refers to a lost manuscript of Sir William
Temple’s Memoirs, Part I of which was never published. See H. E. Woodbridge,
Sir William Temple (New York: Modern Language Association, 1940), p. 113.

28. Shaftesbury, “Advice to an Author” (11, 1), Characteristicks (6th ed.; London,
1737), I, 217.
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his Eclogues with boyish inexperience, the praise, which these
compositions obtained, tempted him into a belief that nature was
not to be trusted, at least in pastoral Poetry. To prove this by
example, he put his friend Gay upon writing those Eclogues which
the Author intended to be burlesque. The Instigator of the work,
and his Admirers, could perceive in them nothing but what was
ridiculous. Nevertheless, though these Poems contain some odious
and even detestable passages, the effect, as Dr. Johnson well
observes, “‘of reality and truth became conspicuous even when the
intention was to shew them grovelling and degrading.”’2% These
Pastorals, ludicrous to those who prided themselves upon their
refinement, in spite of those disgusting passages ‘‘became popular,
and were read with delight as just representations of rural manners
and occupations.’30

Something less than 60 years after the publication of the Paradise
Lost appeared Thomson’s Winter; which was speedily followed by
his other Seasons. It is a work of inspiration; much of it is written
from himself, and nobly from himself. How was it received? ‘It
was no sooner read,” says one of his contemporary Biographers,3!
“than universally admired: those only excepted who had not been
used to feel, or to look for any thing in poetry, beyond a point of
satirical or epigrammatic wit, a smart antithesis richly trimmed with
rhyme, or the softness of an elegiac complaint. To such his manly
classical spirit could not readily commend itself; till, after a more
attentive perusal, they had got the better of their prejudices, and
cither acquired or affected a truer taste. A few others stood aloof,
merely because they had long before fixed the articles of their
poetical creed, and resigned themselves to an absolute despair of
ever seeing any thing new and original. These were somewhat
mortified to find their notions disturbed by the appearance of a
poet, who seemed to owe nothing but to nature and his own genius.
But, in a short time, the applause became unanimous; every one
wondering how so many pictures, and pictures so familiar, should

29. “Life of Gay,” Lives, ed. G. B. Hill, 1I, 269.

30. Jbid.

31. Patrick Murdoch (ed.), Works of James Thomson (3 vols.; London, 1788),
I, xv-xvi.
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have moved them but faintly to what they felt in his descriptions.
His digressions too, the overflowings of a tender benevolent heart,
charmed the reader no less; leaving him in doubt, whether he
should more admire the Poet or love the Man.”

This case appears to bear strongly against us:—but we must
distinguish between wonder and legitimate admiration. The
subject of the work is the changes produced in the appearances of
nature by the revolution of the year: and, by undertaking to write
in verse, Thomson pledged himself to treat his subject as became a
Poet. Now it is remarkable that, excepting a passage or two in the
Windsor Forest of Pope, and some delightful pictures in the Poems
of Lady Winchelsea, the Poetry of the period intervening between the
publication of the Paradise Lost and the Seasons does not contain a
single new image of external nature; and scarcely presents a familiar
one from which it can be inferred that the eye of the Poet had been
steadily fixed upon his object, much less that his feelings had urged
him to work upon it in the spirit of genuine imagination. To what a
low state knowledge of the most obvious and important phenomena
had sunk, is evident from the style in which Dryden has executed a
description of Night in one of his Tragedies, and Pope his translation
of the celebrated moon-light scene in the Iliad.32 A blind man, in the
habit of attending accurately to descriptions casually dropped from
the lips of those around him, might easily depict these appearances
with more truth. Dryden’s lines are vague, bombastic, and sense-
less;33 those of Pope, though he had Homer to guide him, are

32. As when the moon, refulgent lamp of night,

QO’cer Heaven's clear azure spreads her sacred light,
When not a breath disturbs the deep serene

And not a cloud o’ercasts the solemn scene;

Around her throne the vivid planets roll,

And stars unnumber’d gild the glowing pole,

O’er the dark trees a yellower verdur shed,

And tip with silver ev’ry mountain’s head;

Then shine the vales, the rocks in prospect rise,

A flood of glory bursts from all the skies.

(VII1I, 687-695)

33. [corTES alone, in a night-gown.

All things are hush’d as Nature’s self lay dead:

The mountains seem to nod their drowsy head:
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throughout false and contradictory. The verses o*,. UJ&@.F once
highly celebrated, are forgotten; those of va%o still retain %n:,.
hold upon public estimation,—nay, there is not a passage of
descriptive poetry, which at this day finds so many and such
ardent admirers. Strange to think of an Enthusiast, as may have
been the case with thousands, reciting those verses under ﬁ.rn cope
of a moon-light sky, without having his raptures in the Hnw.mﬁ .aanz.nwnm
by a suspicion of their absurdity.—If these ?<.o distinguished
Writers could habitually think that the visible universe was .Ow so
little consequence to a Poet, that it was scarcely necessary for him to
cast his eyes upon it, we may be assured that those passages of the
elder Poets which faithfully and poetically describe the @rwzogobm
of nature, were not at that time holden in much estimation, and
that there was little accurate attention paid to these appearances.

Wonder is the natural product of Ignorance; and as the soil was
in such good condition at the time of the wcw:omm.om of the mommosmu. the
crop was doubtless abundant. Neither w:%SQ:m_m. nor nations
become corrupt all at once, nor are they enlightened in a moment.
Thomson was an inspired Poet, but he could not work miracles; in
cases where the art of seeing had in some degree been learned, the
teacher would further the proficiency of his pupils, but he could do
little more, though so far does vanity assist men E acts A.;. self-
deception that many would often fancy they recognized a likeness
when they knew nothing of the original. Having shewn gmw much
of what his Biographer deemed genuine admiration must in fact
have been blind wonderment,—how is the rest to be accounted for?
—Thomson was fortunate in the very title of his Poem, which
seemed to bring it home to the prepared sympathies of every one:
in the next place, notwithstanding his high powers, he ézﬁn.m a
vicious style; and his false ornaments are exactly of ﬁrm.ﬁ wﬁm
which would be most likely to strike the undiscerning. He likewise

The little Birds in dreams their songs repeat,

And sleeping Flowers beneath the Night-dew sweat:
Even Lust and Envy sleep; yet Love denies

Rest to my soul, and slumber to my eyes.

Dryden’s Indian Emperor—W.]
I11.i1.1-6. Pope parodied the opening line in the Dunciad, 11, 418.
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abounds with sentimental common-places, that from the manner in
which they were brought forward bore an Imposing air of novelty.
In any well-used Copy of the Seasons the Book generally opens of
itself with the rhapsody on love,34 or with one of the stories, (perhaps
Damon and Musidora) ; these also are prominent in our Collections
of Extracts; and are the parts of his Works which, after all, were
probably most efficient in first recommending the Author to general
notice. Pope, repaying praises which he had received, and wishing
to extol him to the highest, only styles him “an elegant and philo-
sophical Poet”;35 nor are we able to collect any unquestionable
proofs that the true characteristics of Thomson’s genius as an imag-
inative Poet were perceived, till the elder Warton, almost 40 Years
after the publication of the Seasons, pointed them out by a note in
his Essay on the life and writings of Pope.36 In the Castle of Indolence
(of which Gray speaks so coldly)37 these characteristics were almost
as conspicuously displayed, and in verse more harmonious and
diction more pure. Yet that fine Poern was neglected on its appear-
ance, and is at this day the delight only of a Few!

When Thomson died, Collins breathed his regrets into an
Elegiac Poem, in which he pronounces a poetical curse upon him
who should regard with insensibility the place where the Poet’s
remains were deposited.38 The Poems of the mourner himself have
now passed through innumerable Editions, and are universally
known; but if, when Collins died, the same kind of imprecation had
been pronounced by a surviving admirer, small is the number
whom it would not have comprehended. The notice which his
poems attained during his life-time was so small, and of course the
sale so insignificant, that not long before his death he deemed it

34. “Spring,” 1. 556-581, beginning “Hail, Source of Being, Universal Soul!”

35. The Preface to the Dunciad (“Testimonies of Authors”) speaks of “his
elegant and philosophical Poem of the Seasons” (Works, ed. W. L. Bowles [10
vols.; London, 1806}, V, 39).

36. Joseph Warton, 4An Essay on the Genius and Writings of Pope (London, 1756),
pp. 41-51.

37. Correspondence, ed. P. Toynbee and L. Whibley (3 vols.; Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1935), 1, 307.

38. “Ode on the Death of Thomson,” stanza 7 (Poems, ed. A. L. Poole [Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1937], p. 292).
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right to repay to the Bookseller the sum which he had advanced for
them, and threw the Edition into the fire.39

Next in importance to the Seasons of Thomson, though at con-
siderable distance from that work in order of time, come the
Reliques of Ancient English Poetry; collected, new-modelled, and
in ‘many instances (if such a contradiction in terms may be used)
composed, by the editor, Dr. Percy. This Work did not steal silently
into the world, as is evident from the number of legendary tales,
which appeared not long after its publication; and which were
modelled, as the Authors persuaded themselves, after the old
Ballad. The Compilation was however ill-suited to the then existing
taste of City society; and Dr. Johnson, mid the little senate to which
he gave laws, was not sparing in his exertions to make it an object
of contempt.40 The Critic triumphed, the legendary imitators were
deservedly disregarded, and, as undeservedly, their ill-imitated
models sank, in this Country, into temporary neglect; while Burger,
and other able Writers of Germany, were translating, or imitating,
these Reliques, and composing, with the aid of inspiration thence
derived, Poems, which are the delight of the German nation. Dr.
Percy was so abashed by the ridicule flung upon his labours from
the ignorance and insensibility of the Persons with whom he lived,
that, though while he was writing under a mask he had not wanted
resolution to follow his genius into the regions of true simplicity
and genuine pathos, (as is evinced by the exquisite ballad of Sir
Cauline and by many other pieces) yet, when he appeared in his
own person and character as a poetical writer, he adopted, as in the
tale of the Hermit of Warkworth, a diction scarcely in any one of its
features distinguishable from the vague, the glossy, and unfeeling
language of his day.4! I mention this remarkable fact with regret,

39, Joseph Langhorne (ed.), Poetical Works of Collins (London, 1765), p. 31.

40. Dr. Johnson was reported to have mocked the ballads until Bishop Percy
“cried for quarter” (Johnsonian Miscellanies, ed. G. B. Hill [2 vols.; Oxford, 1897],

11, 314-315).
41. Perhaps, e.g., Part 11, stanza 71:
No more the slave of human pride,
Vain hope, and sordid care;
1 meekly vowed to spend my life
In penitence and prayer.
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esteeming the genius of Dr. Percy in this kind of writing superior
to nvmﬁ of any other man by whom, in modern times, it has been
oc:_%mﬂnm. That even Burger, (to whom Klopstock Wm<n in my
hearing, a commendation which he denied to Goethe and Worm:nq
pronouncing him to be a genuine Poet, and one of the few among ﬁrm
Qnﬁsm:m. whose works would last) had not the fine sensibility of
Hv.naoww u.b_mrﬁ be shewn from many passages, in which he has deserted
his original only to go astray. For example,

Now daye was gone, and night was come,
And all were fast asleepe,

All, save the Ladye Emmeline,
Who sate in her bowre to weepe:

And soone shee heard her true Love’s voice
Low whispering at the walle,

Awake, awake, my deare Ladye,

"Tis I thy true-love call.42

Which is thus tricked out and dilated,

Als nun die Nacht Gebirg’ und Thal
Vermummt in Rabenschatten,

Und Hochburgs Lampen iiber-all
Schon ausgeflimmert hatten,

Und alles tief entschlafen war;

Doch nur das Fraulein immerdar,
Voll Fieberangst, noch wachte,

Und seinen Ritter dachte:

Da horch! Ein siisser Liebeston

Kam leis empor geflogen.

“Ho, Trudchen, ho! Da bin ich schon!
Frisch auf! Dich angezogen 743

»w.:OEEoOmm::z. ] i
1892, . 79 nv 53-60, Reliques, ed. J. V. Prichard (2 vols.; London,

43. From “Die Entfuehrung,” the extract may be translated (without rhymes) ;
And now the night vale and mountain
Endrapes in raven shadows;
The lights of Hochburg everywhere
Had already flickered out
And everyone was deep asleep
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But from humble ballads we must ascend to heroics.

All hail Macpherson! hail to thee, Sire of Ossian _. The Phantom
was begotten by the snug embrace of an impudent Highlander upon
a cloud of tradition—it travelled southward, where it was greeted
with acclamation, and the thin Consistence took its course through
Europe, upon the breath of popular applause. The m%ﬁ.cn of mwn
“Reliques” had indirectly preferred a claim to the praise of in-
vention by not concealing that his supplementary labours were
considerable: how selfish his conduct contrasted with that of the
disinterested Gael, who, like Lear, gives his kingdom away, and is
content to become a pensioner upon his own issue for a beggarly
pittance !—Open this far-famed Book !—I have done so at random,
and the beginning of the “Epic Poem T emora,” in 8 Books, v.nomosa
itself. “The blue waves of Ullin roll in light. The green hills are
covered with day. Trees shake their dusky heads E ﬁrn. breeze.
Grey torrents pour their noisy streams. Two green hills <§.§ aged
oaks surround a narrow plain. The blue course of a stream 1s there.
On its banks stood Cairbar of Atha. His spear supports the king;
the red eyes of his fear are sad. Cormac rises on his soul with all his
ghastly wounds.”#4 Precious memorandums from the pocket-book
of the blind Ossian! .

If it be unbecoming, as I acknowledge that for the most part 1t 1s,
to speak disrespectfully of Works that have enjoyed H.,On a wnbm&w. of
time a widely spread reputation, without at the same time wnomcﬁsm
irrefragable proofs of their unworthiness, let me be forgiven upon
this occasion.—Having had the good fortune to be born and reared
in a mountanious Country, from my very childhood I have felt
the falsehood that pervades the volumes imposed upon the World
under the name of Ossian. From what I saw with my own eyes, I
knew that the imagery was spurious. In nature every thing is

Save the young miss who, ever
Feverishly anxious, still watched

And thought of her cavalier—

Then hark! sweet was the sound of love
That wafted softly upwards:

“Hey, Lizzie, hey! Here I am now!
Up, up! Get your clothes on!”

44, Temora (London, 1763), pp. 3—4.
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distinct, yet nothing defined into absolute independent singleness.
In Macpherson’s work it is exactly the reverse; every thing (that is
not stolen) is in this manner defined, insulated, dislocated, deadened,
—yet nothing distinct. It will always be so when words are substi-
tuted for things. To say that the characters never could exist, that
the manners are impossible, and that a dream has more substance
than the whole state of society, as there depicted, is doing nothing
more than pronouncing a censure which Macpherson defied ; when,
with the steeps of Morven before his eyes, he could talk so familiarly
of his Car-borne heroes;—Of Morven, which, if one may judge
from its appearance at the distance of a few miles, contains scarcely
an acre of ground sufficiently accommodating for a sledge to be
trailed along its surface.—Mr. Malcolm Laing has ably shewn that
the diction of this pretended translation is a motley assembly from
all quarters; but he is so fond of making out parallel passages as to
call poor Macpherson to account for his very “ands’ and his “buts!”
and he has weakened his argument by conducting it as if he thought
that every striking resemblance was a conscious plagiarism.45 It is
enough that the coincidences are too remarkable for its being
probable or possible that they could arise in different minds without
communication between them. Now as the Translators of the Bible,
Shakespeare, Milton, and Pope, could not be indebted to Macpher-
son, it follows that he must have owed his fine feathers to them;
unless we are prepared gravely to assert, with Madame de Stael,
that many of the characteristic beauties of our most celebrated
English Poets, are derived from the ancient Fingallian ;46 in which
case the modern translator would have been but giving back to
Ossian his own.—It is consistent that Lucien Buonaparte, who could
censure Milton for having surrounded Satan in the infernal regions
with courtly and regal splendour, should pronounce the modern
Ossian to be the glory of Scotland ;—47a Country that has produced

45. ““An Historical and Critical Dissertation on the Supposed Authenticity

of Ossian’s Poems,” History of Scotland (2 vols.; London, 1800), 11, 376-453.

46. De la Literature considerée dans ses Rapports avec les Institutions Sociales (London,
1812), p. 254.

47. Notes to Charlemagne (trans. S. Butler and F. Hodgson [2 vols.; Philadelphia,
1815]) call Ossian a “fine genius, the glory of Scotland™ (I, 277) and complain
that ““Christian poets have given themselves up too much to the recollection of the
pagan hell . . . have represented Satan, like Pluto, encircled by his court” (I, 278).
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a Dunbar, a Buchanan, a Thomson, and a Burns! These opinions
are of ill omen for the Epic ambition of him who has given them to
the world.

Yet, much as these pretended treasures of antiquity have been
admired, they have been wholly uninfluential upon the literature of
the Country. No succeeding Writer appears to have caught from
them a ray of inspiration; no Author in the least distinguished, has
ventured formally to imitate them—except the Boy, Chatterton,
on their first appearance. He had perceived, from the successful
trials which he himself had made in literary forgery, how few
critics were able to distinguish between a real ancient medal and a
counterfeit of modern manufacture; and he set himself to the work
of filling a Magazine with Saxon poems,—counterparts of those of
Ossian, as like his as one of his misty stars is to another. This
incapability to amalgamate with the literature of the Island, is, in
my estimation, a decisive proof that the book is essentially unnatural;
nor should I require any other to demonstrate it to be a forgery,
audacious as worthless.—Contrast, in this respect, the effect of
Macpherson’s publication with the Reliques of Percy, so unassuming,
so modest in their pretensions!—I have already stated how much
Germany is indebted to this latter work; and for our own Country,
its Poetry has been absolutely redeemed by it. I do not think that
there is an able Writer in verse of the present day who would not be
proud to acknowledge his obligations to the Reliques; I know that
it is so with my friends; and, for myself, I am happy in this occasion
to make a public avowal of my own.

Dr. Johnson, more fortunate in his contempt of the labours of
Macpherson than those of his modest friend, was solicited not long
after to furnish Prefaces biographical and critical for some of the
most eminent English Poets. The Booksellers took upon themselves
to make the collection; they referred probably to the most popular
miscellanies, and, unquestionably, to their Books of accounts; and
decided upon the claim of Authors to be admitted into a body of the
most Eminent, from the familiarity of their names with the readers
of that day, and by the profits, which, from the sale of his works,
each had brought and was bringing to the Trade. The Editor was
allowed a limited exercise of discretion, and the Authors whom he
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recommended are scarcely to be mentioned without a smile. We
open the volume of Prefatory Lives, and to our astonishment the
Sfirst name we find is that of Cowley!-—What is become of the
Morning-star of English Poetry 748 Where is the bright Elizabethan
Constellation? Or, if Names are more acceptable than images,
where is the ever-to-be-honoured Chaucer? where is Spenser?
where Sydney? and lastly where he, whose rights as a Poet, contra-
distinguished from those which he is universally allowed to possess
as a Dramatist, we have vindicated, where Shakespeare ?>—These,
and a multitude of others not unworthy to be placed near them,
their contemporaries and successors, we have not. But in their
stead, we have (could better be expected when precedence was to be
settled by an abstract of reputation at any given period made as in
the case before us?) we have Roscommon, and Stepney, and
Phillips, and Walsh, and Smith, and Duke, and King, and Spratt—
Halifax, Granville, Sheffield, Congreve, Broome, and other reputed
Magnates; Writers in metre utterly worthless and useless, except
for occasions like the present, when their productions are referred
to as evidence what a small quantity of brain is necessary to procure
a considerable stock of admiration, provided the aspirant will
accommodate himself to the likings and fashions of his day.

As I do not mean to bring down this retrospect to our own times,
it may with propriety be closed at the era of this distinguished event.
From the literature of other ages and countries, proofs equally
cogent might have been adduced that the opinions announced in
the former part of this Essay are founded upon truth. It was not an
agreeable office, not a prudent undertaking, to declare them, but
their importance seemed to render it a duty. It may still be asked,
where lies the particular relation of what has been said to these
Volumes?—The question will be easily answered by the discerning
Reader who is old enough to remember the taste that was prevalent
when some of these Poems were first published, 17 years ago; who
has also observed to what degree the Poetry of this Island has since
that period been coloured by them; and who is further aware of the

48. “Old Chaucer, like the morning star, /[ To us discovers day from far,”

John Denham, “On Mr. Abraham Cowley’s Death,” Works of the English Poets
(London, 1790), IX, 210.
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unremitting hostility with which, upon some principle or other,
they have each and all been opposed. A sketch of my own notion of
the constitution of Fame, has been given; and, as far as concerns
myself, I have cause to be satisfied. The love, the admiration, the
indifference, the slight, the aversion, and even the contempt, with
which these Poems have been received, knowing, as I do, the source
within my own mind, from which they have proceeded, and the
labour and pains, which, when labour and pains appeared needful,
have been bestowed upon them,—must all, if I think consistently,
be received as pledges and tokens, bearing the same general
impression though widely different in value;—they are all proofs
that for the present time I have not laboured in vain; and afford
assurances, more or less authentic, that the products of my industry
will endure.

If there be one conclusion more forcibly pressed upon us than
another by the review which has been given of the fortunes and fate
of Poetical Works, it is this,—that every Author, as far as he is great
and at the same time original, has had the task of creating the taste
by which he is to be enjoyed: so has it been, so will it continue to be.
This remark was long since made to me by the philosophical Friend
for the separation of whose Poems from my own I have previously
expressed my regret. The predecessors of an original Genius of a
high order will have smoothed the way for all that he has in common
with them;—and much he will have in common; but, for what is.
peculiarly his own, he will be called upon to clear and often to shape
his own road :—he will be in the condition of Hannibal among the
Alps.

And where lies the real difficulty of creating that taste by which a
truly original Poet is to be relished? Is it in breaking the bonds of
custom, in overcoming the prejudices of false refinement, and dis-
placing the aversions of inexperience ? Or, if he labour for an object
which here and elsewhere I have proposed to myself, does it consist
in divesting the Reader of the pride that induces him to dwell upon
those points wherein Men differ from each other, to the exclusion
of those in which all Men are alike, or the same; and in making
him ashamed of the vanity that renders him insensible of the
appropriate excellence which civil arrangements, less unjust than
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might appear, and Nature illimitable in her bounty, have conferred
on Men who stand below him in the scale of society ? Finally, does
1t lie in establishing that dominion over the spirits of Readers by
which they are to be humbled and humanized, in order that they
may be purified and exalted ?

If these ends are to be attained by the mere communication of
knowledge, it does not lie here.—rastE, I would remind the Reader,
like IMAGINATION, is a word which has been forced to extend its
services far beyond the point to which philosophy would have
confined them. It is a metaphor, taken from a passive sense of the
human body, and transferred to things which are in their essence
not passive,~—to intellectual acts and operations. The word, imagination,
has been overstrained, from impulses honourable to mankind, to
meet the demands of the faculty which is perhaps the noblest of our
nature. In the instance of taste, the process has been reversed ; and
from the prevalence of dispositions at once injurious and dis-
creditable,—being no other than that selfishness which is the child
of apathy,—which, as Nations decline in productive and creative
power, makes them value themselves upon a presumed refinement
of judging. Poverty of language is the primary cause of the use which
we make of the word, imagination; but the word, Taste, has been
stretched to the sense which it bears in modern Europe by habits of
self-conceit, inducing that inversion in the order of things whereby a
passive faculty is made paramount among the faculties conversant
with the fine arts. Proportion and congruity, the requisite knowledge
being supposed, are subjects upon which taste may be trusted; it is
competent to this office;—for in its intercourse with these the mind
Is passive, and is affected painfully or pleasurably as by an instinct.
But the profound and the exquisite in feeling, the lofty and universal
in thought and imagination; or in ordinary language the pathetic
and the sublime;—are neither of them, accurately speaking, objects
of a faculty which could ever without a sinking in the spirit of
Nations have been designated by the metaphor— Taste. And why?
Because without the exertion of a co-operating power in the mind
of the Reader, there can be no adequate sympathy with either of
these emotions: without this auxiliar impulse elevated or profound
passion cannot exist.
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Passion, it must be observed, is Qaw?nm from m.ioa Sg.o”
signifies, suffering; but the connection ,.i:or mc.m)nimw has wit ,
effort, with exertion, and action, is immediate w:&. _wmowmgzn. MMOS
strikingly is this property of human nature nwrwczmm by Qﬂm MGMV
that, in popular language, to be in a passion, is to be angry!—But,

“‘Anger in hasty words or blows
Itself discharges on its foes.””49

To be moved, then, by a passion, is to be excited, ome to external,
and always to internal, effort; whether for ﬂr_.w oo:t:cmwnowmda
strengthening of the passion, or for its suppression, accordingly as
the course which it takes may be painful or pleasurable. If %n. Hw:nﬁ
the soul must contribute to its support, or it never becomes <:.:Qv!t
and soon languishes, and dies. And this brings us to H.U.n wo.:z.r:
every great Poet with whose writings men are familiar, in ﬁan
highest exercise of his genius, before he can be @oﬁocmr? .Qdo«\o.m
has to call forth and to communicate power, 95. service, in a st
greater degree, falls upon an original Writer, at his first wwmnmnmbnm
in the world.—Of genius the only proof is, the act of doing we
what is worthy to be done, and what was never QOSn.Unwwnn“ Oof
genius, in the fine arts, the only mnmw:wgm sign is the S:QGDEM Hrnm
sphere of human sensibility, for the anvmrﬁ honor, and bene .M o
human nature. Genius is the introduction of a new element H.smo
the intellectual universe: or, if that be not allowed, it is the m@v.ﬁnml
tion of powers to objects on which they had not before been nxano%nmv
or the employment of them in such a manner as to produce e onﬁ.m
hitherto unknown. What is all this but an advance, or a conquest,
made by the soul of the Poet? Is it to be mc.vvomnm that the Hﬂamw@n
can make progress of this kind, like an H:mwmb.wz:nn or Genera —
stretched on his Palanquin, and borne by .W—m Slaves? No, he is
invigorated and inspirited by his Leader, in order that he may
exert himself, for he cannot proceed in quiescence, .ro cannot be
carried like a dead weight. Therefore to create taste is to call wOn.Hr
and bestow power, of which knowledge is the effect; and there lies
the true difficulty.
49. Edmund Waller, “Of Love,” Works of the English Poets, XV1, 79.
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As . the pathetic participates of an animal sensation, it might
seem—that, if the springs of this emotion were genuine, all men,
possessed of competent knowledge of the facts and circumstances,
would be instantaneously affected. And, doubtless, in the works of
every true Poet will be found passages of that species of excellence,
which is proved by effects immediate and universal. But there are
emotions of the pathetic that are simple and direct, and others—
that are complex and revolutionary; some—to which the heart
yields with gentleness, others,—against which it struggles with pride:
these varieties are infinite as the combinations of circumstance and
the constitutions of character. Remember, also, that the medium
through which, in poetry, the heart is to be affected—is language; a
thing subject to endless fluctuations and arbitrary associations. The
genius of the Poet melts these down for his purpose; but they retain
their shape and quality to him who is not capable of exerting,
within his own mind, a corresponding energy. There is also a
meditative, as well as a human, pathos; an enthusiastic, as well as
an ordinary, sorrow; a sadness that has its seat in the depths of
reason, to which the mind cannot sink gently of itself—but to which
it must descend by treading the steps of thought. And for the sublime,
—if we consider what are the cares that occupy the passing day,
and how remote is the practice and the course of life from the
sources of sublimity, in the soul of Man, can it be wondered that
there is little existing preparation for a Poet charged with a new
mission to extend its kingdom, and to augment and spread its
enjoyments ?

Away, then, with the senseless iteration of the word, popular,
applied to new works in Poetry, as if there were no test of excellence
in this first of the fine arts but that all Men should run after its
productions, as if urged by an appetite, or constrained by a spelll—
The qualities of writing best fitted for eager reception are either
such as startle the world into attention by their audacity and
extravagance; or they are chiefly of a superficial kind, lying upon
the surfaces of manners; or arising out of a selection and arrange-
ment of incidents, by which the mind is kept upon the stretch of
curiosity, and the fancy amused without the trouble of thought.
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But in every thing which is to send the soul into herself, to be
admonished of her weakness or to be made conscious of her power ;—
wherever life and nature are described as operated upon by the
creative or abstracting virtue of the imagination; wherever the
instinctive wisdom of antiquity and her heroic passions uniting, in
the heart of the Poet, with the meditative wisdom of later ages,
have produced that accord of sublimated humanity, which is at
once a history of the remote past and a prophetic annunciation of
the remotest future, there, the Poet must reconcile himself for a
season to few and scattered hearers.—Grand thoughts, (and
Shakespeare must often have sighed over this truth) as they are
most naturally and most fitly conceived in solitude, so can they not
be brought forth in the midst of plaudits without some violation of
their sanctity. Go to a silent exhibition of the productions of the
Sister Art, and be convinced that the qualities which dazzle at first
sight, and kindle the admiration of the multitude, are essentially
different from those by which permanent influence is secured. Let
us not shrink from following up these principles as far as they will
carry us, and conclude with observing—that there never has been a
period, and perhaps never will be, in which vicious poetry, of some
kind or other, has not excited more zealous admiration, and been
far more generally read, than good; but this advantage attends the
good, that the individual, as well as the species, survives from age to
age: whereas, of the depraved, though the species be immortal the
individual quickly perishes; the object of present admiration vanishes,
being supplanted by some other as easily produced ; which, though
no better, brings with it at least the irritation of novelty,—with
adaptation, more or less skilful, to the changing humours of the
majority of those who are most at leisure to regard poetical works
when they first solicit their attention.

Is it the result of the whole that, in the opinion of the Writer,
the judgment of the People is not to be respected? The thought is
most injurious; and could the charge be brought against him, he
would repel it with indignation. The People have already been
justified, and their eulogium pronounced by implication, when it
was said, above—that, of good Poetry, the individual, as well as the
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species, survives. And how does it survive but through the People?
what preserves it but their intellect and their wisdom ?

“~—Past and future, are the wings

On whose support, harmoniously conjoined,

Moves the great Spirit of human knowledge—’
MS.50

A,rw S.umoo that issues from this Spirit, is that Vox populi which the
Deity W:mm?nm. Foolish must he be who can mistake for this a local
acclamation, or a transitory outcry—transitory though it be for
years, local though from a Nation. Still more ngowﬁmzn is his
error, who can believe that there is any thing of divine infallibility
in the clamour of that small though loud portion of the ooBECDWQ\
ever governed by factitious influence, which, under the name of nrm
PUBLIC, passes itself, upon the unthinking, for the pEoPLE. Towards
mwn. Public, the Writer hopes that he feels as much deference as it is
intitled to: but to the People, philosophically characterized, and to
the embodied spirit of their knowledge, so far as it exists m:av moves
at the present, faithfully supported by its two wings, the past m:nm
nr.m .D:E.P his devout respect, his reverence, is Q.EM. He offers it
S;:Emm% and readily; and, this done, takes leave of his Readers by
assuring them——that, if he were not persuaded that the Ooanzmw of
these Volumes, and the Work to which they are subsidiary nS.DonQ
something of the ‘“Vision and the Faculty divine”;st m«DQ that
both in words and things, they will operate in ﬂrnww degree ﬁm“
extend the domain of sensibility for the delight, the honor w:&wrn
Unﬂnmm of human nature, notwithstanding the many rm@wu% hours
which he has employed in their composition, and the Bmswwoa
woBmoZm and enjoyments they have procured to him, he would not
if a wish could do it, save them from immediate destruction wfm,oﬂ“

WnoOBEm at this moment, to the world, as a thing that had never
een.

Poems (2 vols.; London, 1815), 1, [341]-375.

50. Prelude, V1, 448—450.
51. The Excursion, 1, 79 (Poetical Works, V, 10).



