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And this green pastoral landscape, were to me
More dear, both for themselves and for thy sake!

July 1798 . 1798

Preface to Lyrical Ballads ( 1 802) To the first edition of Lyrical Ballads
published jointly with Coleridge in 1798, Wordsworth prefixed an “Advertisement”
asserting that the majority of the poems were “to be considered as experiments” to
determine “how far the language of conversation in the middle and lower classes of
society is adapted to the purposes of poetic pleasure.” In the second, two-volume
edition of 1800, Wordsworth, aided by frequent conversations with Coleridge,
expanded the Advertisement into a preface that justified the poems not as experi-
ments, but as exemplifying the principles of all good poetry. The Preface was enlarged
for the third edition of Lyrical Ballads, published two years later. This last version of
1802 is reprinted here. : ' ’

Although some of its ideas had antecedents in the later eighteenth century, the
Preface as a whole deserves its reputation as a revolutionary manifesto about the
nature of poetry. Like many radical statements, however, it claims to go back to
the implicit principles that governed the great poetry of the past but have been per-
verted in recent practice. Most discussions of the Preface, following the lead of Cole-
ridge in chapters 14 and 17 of his Bidgraphia Literaria, have focused on Wordsworth's
assertions about the valid language of poetry, on which he bases his attack on the
“poetic diction” of eighteenth-century poets. As Coleridge pointed out, Wordsworth’s
argument about this issue is far from clear. However, Wordsworth'’s questioning of
the underlying premises of neoclassical poetry went even further. His Preface implic-
itly denies the traditional assumption that the poetic genres ‘constitute a hierarchy,
from epic and tragedy at the top down through comedy, satire, pastoral, to the short
lyric at the lowest reaches of the poetic scale; he also rejects the traditional principle
of “decorum,” which required the poet to arrange matters so that the poem’s subject
(especially the social class of its protagonists) and its level of diction conformed to
the status of the literary kind on the poetic scale. » |

When Wordsworth asserted in the Preface that he deliberately chose to represent
“incidents and situations from common life,” he translated his democratic sympathies
into critical terms, justifying his use of peasants, children, outcasts, criminals, and
madwomen as serious subjects of poetic and even tragic concern. He also undertook
to write in “a selection of language really used by men,” on the grounds that there
can be no “essential difference between the language of prose and metrical compo-
sition.” In making this claim Wordsworth attacked the neoclassical principle that
required the language, in many kinds of poems, to be elevated over everyday speech
by a special, more refined and dignified diction and by artful figures of speech. Words-
worth’s views about the valid language of poetry are based on the new premise that
“all good poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings”—spontaneous, that
is, at the moment of composition, even though the process is influenced by prior
thought and acquired poetic skill. |

Wordsworth’s assertions about the materials and diction of poetry have been greatly
influential in expanding the range of serious literature to include the common people
and ordinary things and events, as well as in justifying a poetry of sincerity rather
than of artifice, expressed in the ordinary language of its time. But in the long view
other aspects of his Preface have been no less significant in establishing its impor-
tance, not only as a turning point in English criticism but also as a central document
in modern culture, Wordsworth feared that a new urban, industrial society’s mass
media and mass culture (glimpsed in the Preface when he refers derisively to contem-
porary Gothic novels and German melodramas) were threatening to blunt the human
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mind’s “discriminatory powers” and to “reduce it to a state of almost savage torpor.”
He attributed to imaginative literature the primary role in keeping the human beings
who live in such societies emotionally alive and morally sensitive. Literature, that is,
could keep humans essentially human.

From Preface to Lyrical Ballads, with Pastoral and Other Poems
(1802)

[THE SUBJECT AND LANGUAGE OF POETRY]

. 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 metrical arrangement a selection of the
real language of men in a state of vivid sensation, that sort of pleasure and
that quantity of pleasure may be imparted, which a poet may rationally endeav-
our 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 weakness, I
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, 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 dif-
ference, there would be found no discordance 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 per-
manently, 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 under-
take 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. 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 re-act
on each other, and without retracing the revolutions, not of literature alone,

1. The “friend” of course is Coleridge.
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but likewise of society itself. I have therefore altogether declined to entey
regularly upon this defence; yet I am sensible, that there would be some impro.
priety in abruptly obtruding upon the public, without a few words of intro.
duction, poems so materially different from those upon which general
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 eras of
literature have excited very different expectations: for example, in the age of
Catullus, Terence, and Lucretius 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 deter-
mine 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. They who have been accustomed to the gaudiness and
inane phraseology of many modern writers, if they persist in reading this book
to its conclusion, will, no doubt, frequently have to struggle with feelings of
strangeness and awkwardness: they will look round for poetry, and will be
induced to inquire by what species of courtesy these attempts can be permitted
to assume that title. 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 this duty is ascertained,
prevents him from performing it.

The principal object, then, which I proposed to myself in these poems was
to choose incidents and situations from common life, and to relate or describe
them, throughout, as far as was possible, in a selection of language really used
by men; and, at the same time, to throw over them a certain colouring of
imagination, whereby ordinary things should be presented to the mind in an
unusual way; and, further, and above all, to make these incidents and situa-
tions interesting by tracing in them, truly though not ostentatiously, the pri-
mary 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 condition, 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 condition of life
our elementary feelings co-exist in a state of greater simplicity, and, conse-
quently, may be more accurately contemplated, and more forcibly communi-
cated; 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 con-

2. Wordsworth’s implied contrast is between the and the elaborate artifice of the last two Roman
naturalness and simplicity of the first three Roman poets (Statius wrote in the 1st and Claudian in the
poets (who wrote in the last two centuries B.C.E.) 4th century c.E.).
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dition the passions of men are incorporated with the beautiful and permanent
forms of nature. The language, too, of these men is 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 influence 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 substi-
tuted for it by poets, who think that they are conferring honour upon them-
selves and their art, in proportion as they separate themselves from the
sympathies of men, and indulge in arbitrary and capricious habits of expres-
sion, in order to furnish food for fickle tastes, and fickle appetites, of their
own creation.? '

I cannot, however, be insensible of the present outcry against the triviality
and meanness both of thought and language, which some of my contempo-
raries 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 refinement or arbitrary innovation, though 1
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
distinguished at least by one mark of difference, that each of them has a worthy
purpose. Not that I 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 rela-
tion of these general representatives to each other we discover what is really
important to men, so, by the repetition and continuance of this act, our feel-
ings will be connected with important subjects, till at length, if we be originally
possessed of much 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 connec-
tion 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, 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 illus-
trate the manner in which our feelings and ideas are associated in a state of
excitement. But, speaking in language somewhat more appropriate, it is to
follow the fluxes and refluxes of the mind when agitated by the great and

3. It is worth while here to observe that the affecting parts of Chaucer are almost always expressed in
language pure and universally intelligible even to this day [Wordsworth’s note].
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simple affections of our nature. This object I have endeavored in these short
essays to attain by various means; by tracing the maternal passion through
many of its more subtile* windings, as in the poems of the Idiot 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 childhood 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 when early
associated with the great and beautiful objects of nature, as in The Brothers;
or, as in the Incident of Simon Lee, by placing my reader in the way of receiving
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 impas-
sioned feelings, as in the Two April Mornings, The Fountain, 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 proba-
bly always exist, and which from their constitution may be distinctly and profit-
ably 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 circum-
stance which distinguishes these poems from the popular poetry of the day; itis
this, that the feeling therein developed gives importance to the action and situ-
ation, and not the action and situation to the feeling. My meaning will be ren-
dered 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 distinction, 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 being
excited without the application 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 serv-
ices 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
increasing accumulation of men in cities, where the uniformity of their occu-
pations produces a craving for extraordinary incident, which the rapid com-
munication of intelligence hourly gratifies.” To this tendency of life and
manners the literature and theatrical exhibitions of the country have con-
formed themselves. The invaluable works of our elder writers, I had almost
said the works of Shakespeare and Milton, are driven into neglect by frantic
novels, sickly and stupid German tragedies,® and deluges of idle and extrava-

4. Subtle. 8. Wordsworth had in mind the “Gothic” terror
5. Social custom. novels by writers such as Ann Radcliffe and Mat-
6. Coarse. thew Gregory Lewis and the sentimental melo-
7. This was the period of the wars against France, drama, then immensely popular in England, of
of industrial urbanization, and of the rapid prolif- August von Kotzebue and his German contempo-

eration in England of daily newspapers. raries.
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gant stories in verse.—When I think upon this degrading thirst after outra-
geous stimulation, I am almost ashamed to have spoken of the feeble effort
with which I have endeavoured to counteract it; and, reflecting upon the mag-
nitude of the general evil, I should be oppressed with no dishonorable mel-
ancholy, 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 indestruc-
tible; 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, I 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. The reader will find that per-
sonifications of abstract ideas® rarely occur in these volumes; and, I hope, are
utterly rejected as an ordinary device to elevate the style, and raise it above
prose. | have proposed to myself to imitate, and, as far as is possible, to adopt
the very language of men; and assuredly such personifications do not make
any natural or regular part of that language. They are, indeed, a figure of
speech occasionally prompted by passion, and I have made use of them as
such; but I have endeavoured utterly to reject them as a mechanical device of
style, or as a family language which writers in metre seem to lay claim to by
prescription. I have wished to keep my reader in the company of flesh and
blood, persuaded that by so doing I shall interest him. I am, however, well
aware 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
[ 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 inform-
ing him that I have at all times endeavoured to look steadily at my subject,
consequently, I hope that there is in these poems little falsehood of descrip-
tion, 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 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,

Ifin a poem there should be found a series of lines, or even a single line,

9. This practice was common in 18th-century 1. In the sense of words, phrases, and figures of
!’t‘;‘"}'- Samuel Johnson, for instance, in The Van- speech not commonly used in conversation or
Sut:f H}‘mn Wishes (1749), has “Observation . . . prose that are regarded as especially appropriate to
ko (hf}’[lng] mankind” and “Vengeance listen[ing] poetry.

€ fool's request” (lines 1-2, 14).
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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, imag-
ine 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 everygood 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 poetical writ-
ings, 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 compo-
sition 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 com:
position, 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 cheerful 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,
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 | weep in vain.

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.

By the foregoing quotation I have shewn that the language of prose may yet
be well adapted to poetry; and I have previously asserted that a large portion
of the language of every good poem can in no respect differ from that of good
prose. [ will go further. I do not doubt that it may be safely affirmed, that there
neither is, nor can be, any essential difference between the language of prose
and metrical composition. 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 sufficiently strict to typify the affinity betwixt met-
rical and prose composition? They both speak by and to the same organs; the

2. Thomas Gray (author in 1751 of the “Elegy age is never the language of poetry.” The poem that
Written in a Country Churchyard”) had written, in fo]low”s is Gray’s “Sonnet on the Death of Richard
a letter to Richard West, that “the language of the West.



PREFACE TO LYRICAL BALLAaDsS / 269

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? sheds no tears “such as Angels weep,” 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.

% % %%
[“WHAT 1S A POET?”]

Taking up the subject, then, upon general grounds, I ask what is meant by
the word “poet”? What is a poet? To whom does he address himself? And what
language is to be expected from him? He is a man speaking to men: a man, it
is true, endued with more lively sensibility, more enthusiasm and tenderness,
who has a greater knowledge of human nature, and a more comprehensive
soul, than are supposed to be common among mankind; a man pleased with
his own passions and volitions, and who rejoices more than other men in the
spirit of life that is in him; delighting to contemplate similar volitions and
passions as manifested in the goings-on of the universe, and habitually
impelled to create them where he does not find them. To these qualities he
has added a disposition to be affected more than other men by absent things
as if they were present; an ability of conjuring up in himself passions, which
are indeed far from being the same as those produced by real events, yet
(especially in those parts of the general sympathy which are pleasing and
delightful) do more nearly resemble the passions produced by real events, than
any thing which, from the motions of their own minds merely, other men are
accustomed to feel in themselves; whence, and from practice, he has acquired
a greater readiness and power in expressing what he thinks and feels, and
especially those thoughts and feelings which, by his own choice, or from
the structure of his own mind, arise in him without immediate external
excitement. | | N _

But, whatever portion of this faculty we may suppose even the greatest poet
to possess, there cannot be a doubt but that the language which it will suggest
to him, must, in liveliness and truth, fall far short of that which is uttered by
men in real life, under the actual pressure of those passions, certain shadows
of which the poet thus produces, or feels to be produced, in himself. However
exalted a notion we would wish to cherish of the character of a poet, it is
obvious, that, while he describes and imitates passions, his situation is alto-
gether slavish and mechanical, compared with the freedom and power of real
and substantial action and suffering. So that it will be the wish of the poet to
bring his feelings near to those of the persons whose feelings he describes,
nay, for short spaces of time perhaps, to let himself slip into an entire delusion,
and even confound and identify his own feelings with theirs; modifying only
the language which is thus suggested to him, by a consideration that he
describes for a particular purpose, that of giving pleasure. Here, then, he will

3. There use the word “poetry” (though against my antithesis; because lines and passages of metre so
OWn judgment) as opposed to the word “prose,” naturally occur in writing prose, that it would be
and synonymous with metrical composition. But scarcely possible to avoid them, even were it desir-
much confusion has been introduced into criticism able [Wordsworth'’s note].

by this contradistinction of poetry and prose, 4, Milton’s Paradise Lost 1.620.

instead of the more philosophical one of poetry and 5. In Greek mythology the fluid in the veins of the
Matter of fact, or science. The only strict antithesis gods.

10 prose is metre; nor is this, in truth, a strict
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apply the principle on which I have so much insisted, namely, that of selection,;
on this he will depend for removing what would otherwise be painful or dis-
gusting in the passion; he will feel that there is no necessity to trick out® or to
elevate nature: and, the more industriously he applies this principle, the
deeper will be his faith that no words, which his fancy or imagination can
suggest, will be to be compared with those which are the emanations of reality
and truth.

But it may be said by those who do not object to the general spirit of these
remarks, that, as it is impossible for the poet to produce upon all occasions
language as exquisitely fitted for the passion as that which the real passion
itself suggests, it is proper that he should consider himself as in the situation
of a translator, who deems himself justified when he substitutes excellences
of another kind for those which are unattainable by him; and endeavours
occasionally to surpass his original, in order to make some amends for the
general inferiority to which he feels that he must submit. But this would be
to encourage idleness and unmanly despair. Further, it is the language of men
who speak of what they do not understand; who talk of poetry as a matter of
amusement and idle pleasure; who will converse with us as gravely about a
taste for poetry, as they express it, as if it were a thing as indifferent as a taste
for rope-dancing, or Frontiniac” or sherry. Aristotle, I have been told, hath
said, that poetry is the most philosophic of all writing;® it is so: its object is
truth, not individual and local, but general, and operative; not standing upon
external testimony, but carried alive into the heart by passion; truth which is
its own testimony, which gives strength and divinity to the tribunal to which
it appeals, and receives them from the same tribunal. Poetry is the image of
man and nature. The obstacles which stand in the way of the fidelity of the
biographer and historian, and of their consequent utility, are incalculably
greater than those which are to be encountered by the poet who has an ade-
quate notion of the dignity of his art. The poet writes under one restriction
only, namely, that of the necessity of giving immediate pleasure to a human
being possessed of that information which may be expected from him, not as
a lawyer, a physician, a mariner, an astronomer or a natural philosopher, but
as a man. Except this one restriction, there is no object standing between the
poet and the image of things; between this, and the biographer and historian
there are a thousand.

Nor let this necessity of producing immediate pleasure be considered as a
degradation of the poet’s art. It is far otherwise. It is an acknowledgment of
the beauty of the universe, an acknowledgment the more sincere because it is
not formal, but indirect; it is a task light and easy to him who looks at the
world in the spirit of love: further, it is a homage paid to the native and naked
dignity of man, to the grand elementary principle of pleasure, by which he
knows, and feels, and lives, and moves.” We have no sympathy but what is
propagated by pleasure: I would not be misunderstood; but wherever we sym-
pathize with pain it will be found that the sympathy is produced and carried
on by subtle combinations with pleasure. We have no knowledge, that is, no
general principles drawn from the contemplation of particular facts, but what

6. Dress up. singulars” (Poetics 1451b).

7. A sweet wine made from muscat grapes. 9. A bold echo of the words of St. Paul, that in
8. Aristotle in fact said that “poetry is more phil- God “we live, and move, and have our being” (Acts
osophic than history, since its statements are of the 17.28).

nature of universals, whereas those of history are
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has been built up by pleasure, and exists in us by pleasure alone. The man of
science, the chemist and mathematician, whatever difficulties and disgusts
they may have had to struggle with, know and feel this. However painful may
be the objects with which the anatomist’s knowledge is connected, he feels
that his knowledge is pleasure; and where he has no pleasure he has no knowl-
edge. What then does the poet? He considers man and the objects that sur-
round him as acting and re-acting upon each other, so as to produce an infinite
complexity of pain and pleasure; he considers man in his own nature and in
his ordinary life as contemplating this with a certain quantity of immediate
knowledge, with certain convictions, intuitions, and deductions which by habit
become of the nature of intuitions; he considers him as looking upon this
complex scene of ideas and sensations, and finding every where objects that
immediately excite in him sympathies which, from the necessities of his
nature, are accompanied by an overbalance of enjoyment.

To this knowledge which all men carry about with them, and to these sym-
pathies in which without any other discipline than that of our daily life we are
fitted to take delight, the poet principally directs his attention. He considers
man and nature as essentially adapted to each other, and the mind of man as
naturally the mirror of the fairest and most interesting qualities of nature. And
thus the poet, prompted by this feeling of pleasure which accompanies him
through the whole course of his studies, converses with general nature with
affections akin to those, which, through labour and length of time, the man
of science has raised up in himself, by conversing with those particular parts
of nature which are the objects of his studies. The knowledge both of the poet
and the man of science is pleasure; but the knowledge of the one cleaves to
us as a necessary part of our existence, our natural and unalienable inheri-
tance; the other is a personal and individual acquisition, slow to come to us,
and by no habitual and direct sympathy connecting us with our fellow-beings.
The man of science seeks truth as a remote and unknown benefactor; he
cherishes and loves it in his solitude: the poet, singing a song in which all
human beings join with him, rejoices in the presence of truth as our visible
friend and hourly companion. Poetry is the breath and finer spirit of all knowl-
edge; it is the impassioned expression which is in the countenance of all sci-
ence. Emphatically may it be said of the poet, as Shakespeare hath said of
man, “that he looks before and after.”' He is the rock of defence of human
nature; an upholder and preserver, carrying everywhere with him relationship
and love. In spite of difference of soil and climate, of language and manners,
of laws and customs, in spite of things silently gone out of mind and things
violently destroyed, the poet binds together by passion and knowledge the vast
empire of human society, as it is spread over the whole earth, and over all
time. The objects of the poet’s thoughts are every where; though the eyes and
senses of man are, it is true, his favorite guides, yet he will follow wheresoever
he can find an atmosphere of sensation in which to move his wings. Poetry is
the first and last of all knowledge—it is as immortal as the heart of man. If
the labours of men of science should ever create any material revolution, direct
or indirect, in our condition, and in the impressions which we habitually
receive, the poet will sleep then no more than at present, but he will be ready
to follow the steps of the man of science, not only in those general indirect
effects, but he will be at his side, carrying sensation into the midst of the

1. Cf. Shakespeare's Hamlet 4.4.9.27.
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objects of the science itself. The remotest discoveries of the chemist, the bot-
anist, or mineralogist, will be as proper objects of the poet’s art as any upon
which it can be employed, if the time should ever come when these things
shall be familiar to us, and the relations under which they are contemplated
by the followers of these respective sciences shall be manifestly and palpably
material to us as enjoying and suffering beings.? If the time should ever come
when what is now called science, thus familiarized to men, shall be ready to
put on, as it were, a form of flesh and blood, the poet will lend his divine spirit
to aid the transfiguration, and will welcome the being thus produced, as a dear
and genuine inmate of the household of man.—It is not, then, to be supposed
that any one, who holds that sublime notion of poetry which I have attempted
to convey, will break in upon the sanctity and truth of his pictures by transitory
and accidental ornaments, and endeavour to excite admiration of himself by
arts, the necessity of which must manifestly depend upon the assumed mean-
ness of his subject. - -

What I have thus far said applies to poetry in general; but especially to those
parts of composition where the poet speaks through the mouth of his char-
acters; and upon this point it appears to have such weight that I will conclude,
there are few persons, of good sense, who would not allow that the dramatic
parts of composition are defective, in proportion as they deviate from the real
language of nature, and are coloured by a diction of the poet’s own, either
peculiar to him as an individual poet, or belonging simply to poets in general,
to a body of men who, from the circumstance of their compositions being in
metre, it is expected will employ a particular language.

It is not, then, in the dramatic parts of composition that we look for this
distinction of language; but still it may be proper and necessary where the
poet speaks to us in his own person and character. To this I answer by referring
my reader to the description which I have before given of a poet. Among the
qualities which I have enumerated as principally conducing to form a poet; is
implied nothing differing in kind from other men, but only in degree. The sum
of what I have there said is, that the poet is chiefly distinguished from other
men by a greater promptness to think and feel without immediate external
excitement, and a greater power in expressing such thoughts and feelings as
are produced in him in that manner. But these passions and thoughts and
feelings are the general passions and thoughts and feelings of men. And with
what are they connected? Undoubtedly with our moral sentiments and animal
sensations, and with the causes which excite these; with the operations of the
elements and the appearances of the visible universe; with storm and sun-
shine, with the revolutions? of the seasons, with cold and heat, with loss of
friends and kindred, with injuries and resentments, gratitude and hope, with
fear and sorrow. These, and the like, are the sensations and objects which the
poet describes, as they are the sensations of other men, and the objects which
interest them. The poet thinks and feels in the spirit of the passions of men.
How, then, can his language differ in any material degree from that of all other
men who feel vividly and see clearly? It might be proved that it is impossible.
But supposing that this were not the case, the poet might then be allowed to
use a peculiar language, when expressing his feelings for his own gratification,
or that of men like himself. But poets do not write for poets alone, but for

2. Wordsworth is at least right in anticipating the Joanna Baillie’s “Address to a Steamvessel.”
poetry of the machine. His sonnet “Steamboats, 3. Recurrence,
Viaducts, and Railways” is an early instance, as is
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men. Unless therefore we are advocates for that admiration which depends
upon ignorance, and that pleasure which arises from hearing what we do not
understand, the poet must descend from this supposed height, and, in order
to excite rational sympathy, he must express himself as other men express
themselves. * * *

[“EMOTION RECOLLECTED IN TRANQUILLITY |

[ have said that poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings: it
takes its origin from emotion recollected in tranquillity: the emotion is con-
templated till by a species of reaction the tranquillity gradually disappears, and
an emotion, kindred 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 pas-
sions whatsoever, which are voluntarily described, the mind will upon the
whole be in a state of enjoyment. 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 con-
struction, an indistinct perception perpetually renewed of language closely
resembling that of real life, and yet, in the circumstance of metre, differing
from it so widely, 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 pas-
sions. 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 themselves 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. * * *

[ 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 com-
position essentially different from that which I have here endeavoured to rec-
ommend: 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
is himself conscious of the pleasure which he has received from such com-
Position, composition to which he has peculiarly attached the endearing name
of poetry; and all men feel an habitual gratitude, and something of an hon-
orable bigotry for the objects which have long continued to please them: we
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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 rec-
ommending, 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 plea-
sure 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. This part of my subject I have not alto-
gether neglected; but 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.

1800, 1802

Strange fits of passion have I known!

Strange fits of passion have I known:
And I will dare to tell,

But in the Lover’s ear alone,

What once to me befel.

s When she I loved looked every day
Fresh as a rose in June,
I to her cottage bent my way,
Beneath an evening moon.

Upon the moon 1 fixed my eye,

10 All over the wide lea;
With quickening pace my horse drew nigh
Those paths so dear to me.

And now we reached the orchard-plot;
And, as we climbed the hill,

15 The sinking moon to Lucy’s cot
Came near, and nearer still.

1. This and the four following pieces are often worth and his sister were in Germany and home-
grouped by editors as the “Lucy poems,” even sick. There has been diligent speculation about the
though “A slumber did my spirit seal” does not identity of Lucy, but it remains speculation. The
identify the “she” who is the subject of that poem. one certainty is that she is not the girl of Words-
All but the last were written in 1799, while Words- worth’s “Lucy Gray.”



