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PREFACE 

These lectures, dehvered at Harvard Umvemty dunng 

the wrncer of 1932-33, owe much to an audience only 

too ready to applaud ment and condone defect; but I am 
aware that such success as they had was largely dramatic, 
and that they wrll be snll more drsappomtmg to those who 
heard them than they will be to those who drd not. I 
should much prefer to leave my auditors w1th whatever 
1mprcss10n they then rewved; but by the terms of the 
Foundation by Mr. Stillman the lectures must be subnntted 
for pubhcanon, and w1dun a fixed penod. Thus I explam 
my comm1ss1on of another unnecessary book. 

I am glad, however, of the opportumty to record ill 

print my obhgauon to the Presrdcnt and Fellows of Har

vard College , to the Norton Professorship Committee, and 
m particular my graurude to Professor John L1vmgston 

Lowes; to the Master ofEhot House and Mrs. Mernman, 
w1th most pleasant memones of the Associates and Tutors 
of the House; to Dr. Theodore Spencer, and to Mr. and 
Mrs. Alfred Dwrght Sheffield for mnumerable cnticisms 
and suggestions. 

I much regret that whlle I was preparmg these lectures 
for dehvery m Amenca, Mr. I. A. Richards was ill Eng

land; and that whrle I was prepanng them for pubhcatro 
tn England, he was ill Amenca. I had hoped that they 
nught have the benefit of hrs crltlc1sm. 

T.S.E. 

Lo11do11, August 1933. 
II 





INTRODUCTION 
November 4th, 1932 

'

T
he whole country Is now excited by the pohncal 
campa1gn, and m a condltlon of manonal emoo.on. 

The best of the prospect IS that a reorgarusatJ.on of partJ.es 
seems not unhlcely as an md1rect result of the present con
test between the Republicans and the Democrats ... But 
any radical change 1s not to be hoped for.' 

These words occur m a letter wrmen by Charles Ehot 
Norton on September 24th, 1876. The present lectures will 
have no concern with pohtJ.cs; I have begun Wlth a poh
ttcal quotatton only as a remmder of the vaned mterests 
of the scholar and humanist whom this foundao.on com
memorates. The lecturer on such a foundation 1s fortunate 
who can feel, as I do, sympathy and adnuratton for the 
man whose memory the lectures are mtended to keep 
hving. Charles Eliot Norton had the moral and spintual 
quaho.es, of a stOic land, which are poSSible Without the 
benefits of revealed rehg10n; and the mental g1fts which 
are poSSible without gemus. To do the useful thing, to say 
the courageous thing, to contemplate the beautiful thmg: 
that IS enough for one man's hfe. Few men have known 
better than he how to give jUSt place to the cla.J.ms of the 
pubhc and of the pnvate life; few men have had better 
opportumty, few of those havmg the opportumty have 
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INTRODUCTION 

avatled themselves of 1t better than he. The usual pohnctan, 
the man of public affairs, 1s rarely able to go to the 'pubhc 
place' Without assurrung the 'pubhc face': Norton always 
preserved lns pnvacy. And hvmg as he dtd m a non· 
Chnsttan soclety, and m a world which, as he saw tt on 
both stdes of the Atlantic, showed signs of decay, he mam
tamed the standards of the humamty and humamsm that 
he knew. He was able, even at an early age, to look upon 
the passmg order wtthout regret, and towards the commg 
order without hope. In a letter of December I 869 he speaks 
more strongly and more comprehenstvely than m that 
which I have quoted. 

'The future 1s very dark m Europe, and to me It looks as 
tf we were entering upon a penod quite new m htstory
one m wlnch the questtons oti whtch parttes wtll dlVlde, 
and from which outbreak after outbreak of passiOn and 
vtolence will anse, wtll not longer be pohttcal but tm
medtately soctal . . Whether our penod of economtc 
enterpnse, unlinnted compentton, and unrestramed mdt
viduahsm, ts the lughest stage of human progress 1s to me 
very doubtful; and sometJ..m.es, when I see the extsting 
condioons of European (to say nothmg of Amencan) 
social order, bad as they are for the mass ahke of upper and 
lower classes, I wonder whether our ctvthsatiOn can mam
tain Itself agamst the forces which are banding together 
for the destruction of many of the instttutions m which it 
ts embodied, or whether we are not to have another penod 
of decline, fall, and rum and revtval, hke that of the first 
thirteen hundred years of our era. It would not gneve me 
much to know that thts were to be the case. No man who 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N 

knows what soctety at the present day really 1s but must 
agree that 1t ts not worth preservmg on tts present basts.' 1 

These are words to whtch many who approach con
temporary problems wtth more dogmatic assumptions 
than Norton's can give assent. Yet for him the permanent 
tmportancf of hterature If not of dogma was a fixed pomt. 
The people which ceases to care for Its hterary mhentance 
becomes barbanc; the people which ceases to produce 
hterature ceases to move m thought and sensibility. The 
poetry of a people takes Its hfe from the people's speech 
and m turn gives hfe to It, and represents Its htghest pomt 
of consciousness, Its greatest power and Its most dehcate 
senstbtlity. 

In these lectures I have to deal as much or more with 
cnttcism of poetry as wuh poetry Itself, and my subject is 
not merely the relaoon of cnncism to poetry, tf by that 
we assume that we know already what poetry is, and does, 
and IS for. Indeed, a good part of cnttcism has consisted 
simply m the pursult of answers to these quesnons. Let me 
start wtth the supposltlon that we do not know what 
poetry IS, or what It does or ought to do, or of what use it 
ts; and try to find out, m examuung the relanon of poetry 
and cnticism, what the use of both of them ts. We may 
even discover that we have no very clear tdea of what use 

ts; at any rate we had better not assume that we know. 
I shall not begm wtth any general defintnon of what ts 

and what is not poetry, or any dtscusswn of whether poetry 
need be always m verse, or any consideration of the dtf-

1My quotaoons from Norton's letters are taken from the Life and 
Letters of Charles El1ot Norton (Houghton, MJ.fflm· 2 vols.). 
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INTRODUCTION 

ference between�� poetry-verse anuthesis and the poetry
prose annthesis. Cnt1cism, however, may be separated 
from the begmniflg not into two kmds, but accordmg to 
two tendenoes. I assume that criocism is that department 
of thought wb.Ich either seeks to find out what poetry is, 
what its use is, what desires It satlsfies, why It is wntten and 
why read, or recited; or wb.Ich, making some consctous or 
unconsc10us assumpnon that we do know these things, 
assesses actual poetry. We may find that good cnttcism has 
other designs than these; but these are the ones wb.Ich It Is 
allowed to profess. Cnncism, of course, never does find 
out what poetry is, m the sense of arnvmg at an adequate 
defiruno�) but I do not knc�w of what use such a defirunon 
would be if 1t were found!. Nor can cnttctsm ever arnve at 
any final appratsal of p��try. But there are these two 
theoretical hnuts of cnnctsm: at one of which we attempt 
to answer the question 'what is poetry?' and at the other 'ts 
thts a good poem:>' No theorenc ingenuity will suffice to 
answer the second quesnon, because no theory can amount 
to much whtch 1s not founded upon a duect experience of 
good poetry; but on the other hand our d.trect cxpenence 
of poetry mvolves a good deal of generalising activtty: 

The two quesnons, which represent the most abstract 
formulation of what 1s far from being an abstract actlvtty, 
imply each other. The cntic who remams worth readmg 
has asked, if he has only 1mperfecdy answered, both ques
nons. Amtode, m what we possess of ills wntmgs upon 
poetry, does, I think, qUtcken our appreciation of the Greek 
tragtc dramatists; Colendge, m his defence of the poetry of 
Wordsworth, is led mto generalisations about poetry 
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I NTR O DUC T I O N  

winch are of the greatest mterest; and Wordsworth, in his 
explanation of his own poetry, makes assertions about the 
nature of poetry wluch, tf exceSSive, have a wtder beanng 
than even he may have reahsed. Mr. I. A. RJ.chards, who 
ought to know, 1f anyone does, what eqmpment the 
sctentrlic cnnc needs, tells us that 'both a pass10nate know
ledge of poetry and a capacity for dispassionate psycholo
gical analysis' are reqmred. Mr. RJ.chards, hke every senous 
critic of poetry, is a senous moralist as well. His ethics, or 
theory of value, 1s one which I cannot accept; or rather, I 
cannot accept any such theory which IS erected upon purely 
mdiVIdual-psychological foundations. But his psychology 
of the poetic expenence is based upon Ius own experience 
of poetry, as truly as ills theory of value anses out of his 
psychology. You may be dissatisfied With his phllosoplucal 
conclusions but still believe (as I do) in his discriminating
taste m poetry. But t.f on the other hand you had no fatth in 
the en tic's ability to tell a good poem from a bad one, you 
would put httle rehance upon the vahchty of Ius theories. 
In order to analyse the enjoyment and appreciation of a 

good poem, the cnnc must have expenenced the enJoy
ment, and he must convmce us of hts taste. For the expen
ence of enjoymg a bad poem while thmkmg 1t is a good 
one 1s very different from that of enjoymg a good poem. 

We do expect the critic who theorises to know a good 
poem when he sees it. It IS not always true that a person 
who knows a good poem when he sees 1t can tell us why lt 
1s a good poem The expenence of poetry, hk.e any other 
experience, 1s only partially translatable mto words; to 
begin with, as Mr. RJ.chards says, 'It is never what a poem 
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INTRODUCTION 

says that matters, but what 1t is'. And we know that some 
people who are marnculate, and cannot say why they hke a 
poem, may have deeper and more dtscnmmatmg sensi
bility than some others who can talk ghbly about 1t; we 
must remember too that poetry 1s not wntten stmply to 
proVIde matenal for conversanon. Even the most accom
phshed of cnncs can, m the end, only pomt to the poetry 
wruch seems to rum to be the real thmg. Nevertheless, our 
talkmg about poetry 1s a part of, an extens10n of, our expen
ence of 1t; and as a good dc.al of thtnkmg has gone to the 
makmg of poetry, so a good deal may well go to the study 

· of 1t. The rudiment of crmcism 1s the ability to select a good 
poem and reJeCt a bad poem; and 1ts most severe test 1s of 
Its ability to select a good new poem, to respond properly to 
a new sttuanon 'J'he expenence of poetry, as lt develops m 

the consc10us and mature person, ts not merely the sum of 
the expenences of good poems Educanon m poetry re
qutres an orgarusatton of these expenences. There 1s not 
one of us who lS born wtth, or who suddenly acqmres at 
puberty or later, an mfallible dtscnmmatton and taste. 
The person whose expenence 1s hrrutcd 1s always hable to 
be taken m by the sham or the adulterate article; and we 
see generanon after generanon of untramed readers bemg 
taken in by the sham and the adulterate in tts own nme
mdeed preferrmg them, for they are more easily asstrrulable 
than the genume arncle. Yet a very large number of people, 
I beheve, have the nanve capactty for enjoymg some good 
poetry: how much, or how many degrees of capactty may 
profitably be dtstlngmshed, 1s not part of my present pur
pose to enqwre, It 1s only the exceptional reader, certatnly, 
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INTRODUCT ION 

who m the course of time comes to classify and compare 
rus experiences, to see one m the light of others; and who, as 
IDS poetiC expenences mulnply, will be able to understand 
each more accurately. The element of enjoyment 1s en
larged mto appreclatlOn, wruch brmgs a more mtellectual 
add1t10n to the ongmal mtens1ty of feelmg. It IS a second 
stage m our understandmg of poetry, when we no longer 
merely select and reject, but orgaruse. We may even speak 
of a tlurd stage, one of reorgarusanon; a stage at wruch 
a person already educated m poetry meets w1th somethmg 
new m rus own tlme, and finds a new pattern of poetry 
arrangmg Itself m consequence. 

Trus pattern, which we form m our own mmds out of 
our own readmg of poetry that we have enjoyed, IS a kmd 
of answer, wruch we make each for rumself, to the ques
tion 'what IS poetry?' At the first stage we find out what 
poetry 1S by readmg 1t and enjoymg some of what we read; 
at a later stage our percepnon of the resemblances and dif
ferences between what we read for the first nme and what 
we have already enjoyed Itself contnbutes to our enjoy
ment. We learn what poetry 1s-If we ever learn-from 
readmg It; but one rmght say that we should not be able to 
recogruse poetry m particular unless we had an mnate Idea 
of poetry m general. At any rate, the question 'what Is 
poetry?' Issues qmte naturally from our expenence of 
poems. Even, therefore, although we may adrmt that few 
forms of mtellectual activity seem to have less to show for 
themselves, in the course of rustory, in the way of books 
worth readmg, than does cnncism, It would appear that 
criticism, hke any phllosoprucal activity, Is mcvitable and 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N 

reqwres no JUsofication. To ask 'what Is poetry?' is to 
posit the cnucal funcnon. 

I suppose that to many people the thought must have 
occurred, that at some penods when great poetry was 
wntten there was no written cnncism; and that in some 
penods in wruch much CriOCISm has been Wntten the 
quahty of the poetry has been mfenor. Tlus fact has sug
gested an anntheSlS between the cntical and the creative, 
between cnocal ages and creanve ages; and It IS sometimes 
thought that cnocism flounshes most at tlmes when crea
tive VIgour 1s m defect. It IS with such a prejudtce m mmd 
that people have coupled Wlth 'cntical ages' the adJective 
'Alexandrian'. Several gross assumptions underhe tills pre
judice, includmg a confusion between several different 
thmgs, and between works of very cWferent quahty, m
cluded under 'crltlcism'. I am using the term 'cnticism' 
throughout these lectures, as I hope you will dtscover, with 
a pretty narrow extension. I have no desrre to extenuate the 
vices of the vast number of books wruch pass by that 
designation, or to flatter the lazy habtt of substttutmg, for a 
careful study of the texts, the aSS1mliation of other people's 
opinions. If people only wrote when they had something 
to say, and never merely because they wanted to write a 
book, or because they occupied a posioon such that the 
writing of books was expected of them, the mass of 
criocism would not be wholly out of proportion to the 
small number of crincal books worth reading. Neverthe
less, those who speak as If cnnc1sm were an occupatton of 
decadence, and a symptom, 1f not a cause, of the creative 
unpotence of a people, Isolate the Circumstances of litera-
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IN T R O D UC T I O N  

ture, to the extent of falstfi.catlon, from the circumstances 
of life. Such changes as that from the ep1c poem composed 
to be recited to the epic poem composed to be read, or 
those which put an end to the popular ballad, are msepar
able from social changes on a vast scale, such changes as 

have always taken place and always will. W. P. Ker, m hts 
essay on 'The Forms of English Poetry', observed that. 

'The art of the Middle Ages generally IS corporate and 
social; the sculpture, for example, as It 1s found on the great 
cathedrals. W1th the Renaissance the mauve of poetry ts 
changed. In the Middle Ages there IS a natural likeness to 
the Greek condmons; after the Renaissance there IS a con
scious and mtenttonal reproduction among the modem 
nattons of the condltlons which prevatled m the poetry of 
Rome. Greek poetry m many respects ts medtaeval; the 
Latm poetry of the great age ts Renaissance, an trmtatton 
of types denved from Greece, w1th qmte cWferent crrcum
stances and a dtfferent relation of the poet to 1ns audtence. 

'Not that Latm or modem poetry ts unsooal. It is true 
... that the tendency of modern art, mcludmg poetry, is 
often contrary to the popular taste of tts ttme; the poets are 
often left to themselves to find their themes and elaborate 
thetr modes of expresston in solitude, wtth results that are 
often found as perplexmg and offenstve, and as negligtble, 
as Browrung's Sordello was generally found to be.' 

What is true of the rna.� or changes m the form of poetry 
ts, I thmk, true also of the change from a pre-cntical to a 
critical age. It ts true of the change from a pre-phtlosophtcal 
to a plulosophical age; you cannot deplore cntletSm unless 
you deprecate phtlosophy. You may say that the develop-
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ment of cnncism 1s a symptom of the development, or 
change, of poetry; and the development of poetry IS melf 
a symptom of social changes. The Important moment for 
the appearance of cnttctsm seems to be the time when 
poetry ceases to be the expresswn of the mmd of a whole 
peopl�. The drama of Dryden, wluch funushes the chtef 
occas10n for hts en tical wntmg, ts formed by Dryden's per

cepnon that the posstbilines of wntmg m the mode of 
Shakespeare were exhausted, the form pemsts m the 
tragedies of such a wnter as Slurley (who IS much more up 
to date m Ius comedies), after the mmd and senstbthty of 
England has altered. But Dryden was not wntmg plays for 
the whole people; he was wntmg m a form wluch had not 
grown out of popular tradltlon or popular reqmrements, a 

form the acceptance of wruch had therefore to come by 
diffus10n through a small soctety. Somethmg smular had 
been attempted by the Senecan dramatists. But the part of 
soCiety to whtch Dryden's work, and that of the Restora
non comedians, could Immediately appeal constituted 
something hke an mtellectual anstocracy; when the poet 
finds htmself m an age m whtch there 1s no Intellectual 
anstocracy, when power 1s m the hands of a class so demo
cratlsed that whtlst sull a class It represents Itself to be the 
whole nat10n; when the only alternatives seem to be to 
talk to a cotene or to sohloqmse, the chfficulnes of the poet 
and the necessity of cntJ.ctsm become greater.\ In the essay 
from wlnch I have JUSt quoted, Ker says: 

'There 1s no doubt that m the nmeteenth century poets 
are more left to themselves than they were m the eighteenth, 
and the result is Wll1llstakable m theu strength and weak-
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ness .... The hermc mdependence ofBrowrung, and mdeed 
all the adventurous capncwus poetry of the runeteenth 
century, Is closely related to cntlcism, and to the eclectlc 
learning wruch ranges over the whole world m search of 
artlstic beauty .... The themes are taken from all the ages 
and countnes; the poets are eclecuc students and cntlcs, 
and they are JUsnfied, as explorers are justJ.fied; they sacn
fi.ce what explorers sacnfice when they leave the1r nanve 
home . . . . I shall not be nusunderstood 1f I remark that 
theJI v1ctories brmg along w1th them some danger, 1f not 
for themselves, at least for the fash10n, the tradmon of 
poetry.' 

The gradual changes 111 the function of poetry, as soctety 
alters, will, I hope, emerge somewhat after we have con
sidered several cnncs as representauves of several genera
nons. Durmg three hundred years cntlcism has come to 
modify Its assumptiOns and 1ts purposes, and It will surely 
contmue to do so There are several forms wruch CrltlClSffi 
may take, there Is always a large proportion of cntlcism 
wruch IS retrograde or Irrelevant, there are always many 
wnters who are quahfied neither by knowledge of the past 
nor by awareness of t�e senstbllity and the problems of the 
present. Our earhest cnticism, under the m.fluence of 
class1cal stud1es and of Itahan cnt1cs, made very large 
assumpuons about the nature and funcnon of hterature. 
Poetry was a decorauve art, an art for wruch somenmes 
extravagant drums were made, but an art In wruch the 
same prmciples seemed to hold good for every c1vthsat1on 
and for every society; 1t was an art deeply affected by the 
me of a new social class, only loosely (at best) associated 
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with the Church, a class self-conscious in Its possession of 
the mystenes of Lann and Greek. In England the cntical 
force due to the new contrast between Latm and vernacular 
met, in the sixteenth century, wtthjust the nght degree of 
resistance. That lS to say, for the age wruch 15 represented 
for us by Spenser and Shakespeare, the new forces snmu
lated the native gem us and did not overwhelm 1t. The pur
pose of my second lecture Will be to gtve to the cntiosm of 
this pertod the due wruch lt does not seem to me to have 
recetved. In the next age, the great work of Dryden in 
cntictsm 1s, I thmk, that at the nght moment he became 
conscwus of the necesslty of afl:irmmg the nauve element m 
hterature. Dryden lS more consciOusly Enghsh, lU rus plays, 
than were his predecessors; his essays on the drama and on 
the art of translation are consciOus studtes of the nature of 
the Enghsh theatre and the Enghsh language; and even his 
adaptation of Chaucer 1s an assertion of the native tradtnon 
-rather than, what 1t has sometimes been taken to be, an 
amusmg and pathetic fa.tlure to appreciate the beauty of the 
Chaucenan language and metric. Where the Elizabethan 
cntics, for the most part, were aware of something to be 
borrowed or adapted from abroad, Dryden was aware of 
somethmg to be preserved at home. But throughout tlns 
period, and for much longer, one assumptton remamed 
the same: the assumpnon as to what was the use of poetry. 
Any reader of Stdney' s Apology for Poetry can see that his 
misomousoi agamst whom he defends poetry are men of 
straw, that he is confident of havmg the sympathy of ills 
reader with hun, and that he never senously has to ask 
mmself the questlons, what poetry IS for, what ic does, or 

24 



INTRODUCTION 

whether 1t ts desu:able. Stdney' s assumption is that poetry 
gives at once dehght and mstructton, and IS an adornment 
of social hfe and an honour to the nation. 

I am very far from dtssent:mg from these assumpttons, so 
far as they go; my pomt 1s that: for a long time they were 
never questtoned or modified; that durmg that ttme great 
poetry was written, and some cntictsm wluch just because 
of Its assumptions has permanent mstructton to g1ve. I hold 
mdeed that m an age m which the use of poetry IS something 
agreed upon you are more hkely to get that nunute and 
scrupulous exammation of felicity and blemish, line by hne, 
which xs conspicuously absent from the cnttcism of our ttme, 
a cnttctsm which seems to demand of poetry, not that 1t 
shall be well written, but that It shall be 'representative of 
Its age'. I wish that we rmght dtspose more attention to the 
correctness of expressiOn, to the clarity or obscunty, to the 
grammattcal preclSlon or inaccuracy, to the choice of words 
whether JUSt or 1m proper, exalted or vulgar, of our verse: 
m short to the good or bad breedtng of our poets. My pomt 
here is that a great change in the attitude towards poetry, 
m the expectatiOns and demands made upon 1t, dtd come, 
we may say for convenience towards the end of the eigh
teenth century. Wordsworth and Colendge are not merely 
demohshmg a debased tradttton, but revolttng agamst a 
whole social order; and they begm to make claims for 
poetry wluch reach their lughest pomt: of exaggeratton m 
Shelley's famous phrase, 'poets are the unacknowledged 
legislators of mankmd'. Ear her laudators of poetry had 
satd the same thmg, but it dtd not mean the same thmg: 
Shelley (to borrow a successful phrase from Mr. Bernard 
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Shaw) was the first, m tlus trad1t10n, of Nature's M.P.'s. 
If Wordsworth thought that he was stmply occupted wtth 

reform of language, he was decetved; he was occupted 
wtth revoluuon oflanguage, and lus own language was as 
capable of arti.fictahty, and no more capable of naturalness, 
than that of Pope-as Byron felt, and as Colendge candtdly 
pointed out. The decay of rehgwn, and the attntton of 
pohncal mstttunons, left dubwus fronners upon wluch the 
poet encroached; and the annexattons of the poet were 
legltlrmsed by the cnttc'. For a long ttme the poet 1s the 
pnest. there are snll, I beheve, people who unagme that 
they draw rehgwus ahment from Brownmg or Mere
ruth. But the next stage lS best excmphfied by Matthew 
Arnold. Arnold was too temperate and reasonable a man 
to mamtam exactly that rehgwus mstructlon ts best con
veyed by poetry, and he hunself had very httle to convey, 
but he dtscovered a new formula: poetry 1s not rehgwn, 
but 1t ts a capttal substttute for rehgwn-not mvahd port, 
wluch may lend ttself to hypocnsy, but coffee Without 
caffeme, and tea Wlthout tanrun. The doctrme of Arnold was 
extended, tf also somewhat travestied, m the doctrme of 
'art for art's sake'. Tlus creed trught seem a reversion to the 
snnpler fatth of an earher ume, m wlnch the poet was like 
a dentist, a man with a defimte job. But 1t was really a hope
less adlDlsston of mesponstbility. The poetry of revolt and 
the poetry of retreat are not of the same kmd.1 

In our ume we have moved, under vanous
.
tmpulsions, 

to new posiuons. On the one hand the study of psychology 
has impelled men not only to mvesngate the rrund of the 
poet with a confident ease whtch has led to some fantastic 
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excesses and aberrant cnticlsm, but also to mvesngate the 
mmd of the reader and the problem of' communication'
a word wruch perhaps begs a questwnj On the other hand 
the study of mstory has shown us the relanon of both form 
and content of poetry to the cond1t10ns of Its nme and 
place. The psychological and the socwlogical are probably 
the two best advernsed vanenes of modern cntlcism; but 
the number of ways m wmch the problems of cnnctsm are 
approached was never before so great or so confusmg. 
Never were there fewer settled assumptions as to what 
poetry Is, or why It comes about, or what It IS for. Cnti
cism seems to have separated mto several diVerse kmds. 

I have not made trus bnef review of the progress of 
cnncism m order to lead up to associanng myself With any 
particular tendency of modern cnnctsm, least of all the 
socwlogical..I suggest that we may learn a good deal about 
cnticism and about poetry by exanurung the history of 
crmciSm, not merely as a catalogue of succeSSive notions 
about poetry, but as a process of readjustment between 
poetry and the world m and for whtch It Is produced. We 
can learn something about poetry sunply by studymg what 
people have thought about It at one penod after another; 
wtthout commg to the stulufymg concluswn that there Is 

nothmg to be said but that opnnon changes. Second, the 
study of cnttcism, not as a sequence of random conJec
tures, but as readaptatwn, may also help us to draw some 
conclusions as to what IS permanent or eternalm poetry, 
and what Is merely the expresston of the spmt of an age; 
and by d1scovermg what does change, and how, and why, 
we may become able to apprehend what does not change. 
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And by mvesngaung the problems of what has seemed to 
one age and another to matter, by examining differences 
and idenuries, we may somewhat hope to extend our own 
hnutanons and hberate ourselves from some of our pre
JUdicesf I will quote at trus pomt two passages whtch I may 
have ciccas10n to quote agam. The first is from Dryden's 
Preface to Annus Mirabilis: 

'The first happiness of the poet's tmagmation 1s properly 
mvennon, or the findmg of the thought; the second 1s 

fancy, or the vanaoon, denvmg, or mouldmg of that 
thought, as the judgement represents It proper to the sub
Jeer; the clnrd IS elocution, or the art of clothing and adom
mg that thought, as foWld and vaned, in apt, s1gruficant, 
and sounding words; the qUickness of the imagmauon ts 

seen m the invenoon, the ferohty m the fancy, and the 
accuracy in the express10n.' 

The second passage IS from Colendge's Biographia 
Litter aria: 

'Repeated meditatiOns led me first to suspect . . . that 
Fancy and Imagination were two distinct and widely dtf
ferent faculnes, instead of being, accordmg to the general 
behef, e1ther two names wtth one meaning, or, at furthest, 
the lower and higher degree of one and the same power. 
It is not, I own, easy to conce1ve a more apposite transla
tion of the Greek phantasia than the Latm imaginatio; but 1t is 
equally true that in all societies there exists an msttnct of 
growth, a certam collective, unconscious good sense work
ing progressively to dcsynonyrruse those words onginally 
of the same me:uu.ng, which the conflux of dialects sup
plied to the more homogeneous languages, as the Greek. and 
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the German .... Milton had a highly imaginative, Cowley 
a very fanciful nund.'1 

The way m which the expression of the two poets and 
cntics Is determmed by their respecuve backgrounds ts very 
marked. Evident also IS the more developed state of nund 
of Colendge: rus greater awareness of philology, and rus 
conscious deternunatt.on to make certam words mean cer
tam thmgs. But what we have to consider Is, whether what 
we have here is two radically opposed theones of Poett.c 
Imagmanon, or whether the two may be reconciled after 
we have taken account of the many causes of dtffer�nce 
wh.tch are found m the passage of tt.me between Dryden's 
generation and Colendge' s. 

It may appear that most of what I have satd, wlule It may 
have some bearmg on the appreciation and understandmg 
of poetry, has very little to do wtth the wntt.ng of it. When 
the critics are themselves poets, lt may be suspected that 
they have formed therr cntical statements wtth a VIew to 
JUStifying their poetic practice. Such criticism as the two 
passages quoted 1s hardly destgned to form the style of 
younger poets; it IS rather, at its best, an account of the 
poet's expenence ofrus own poetic actiVIty, related m terms 

li may remark here as well as anywhere else that the statement con
tamed m t:lus last sentence IS hable to operate an IIIaO.onal pers\laSlon 
upon the mmd of the reader. We agree that M.tlton 1s a much greater 
poet than Cowley, and of another and supenor land We then concede 

Without exanunaoon that the dUference may be formulated by t:lus neat 
ano.thesiS, and accept Without exanunauon the duonco.on between 
imagination and fancy wruch Colendge has done no more than unpose. 
The ano.thesiS of highly agamst very IS also an element of persuasion. 
Seep. s8. 
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oflus own mind. The cnucal mmd operatmg in poetry, the 
crittcal effort wluch goes to the writing of lt, may always 
be in advance of the critical mind operatmg ttpon poetry, 
whether 1t be one's own or some one else's. I only affirm 
that there IS a s1gm£icant relatiOn between the best poetry and 
the best cnt1c1sm of the same penod. The age of cnt1c1sm 
1s also the age of cnucal poetry. And when I speak of 

modem poetry as bemg extremely cnttcal, I mean that the 
contemporary poet, who Is not merely a composer of 
graceful verses,-1s forced to ask lumself such questions as 

'what IS poetry for?', not merely 'what am I to say?' but 
rather 'how and to whom am I to say tt?' We have to com
mumcate-ttlt 1s commurucatlon, for the word may beg 
the question-an expenence which 1s not an experience m 
the ordinary sense, for 1t may only eXIst, formed out of 
many personal expenences ordered m some way which 
may be very different from the way of valuatiOn of prac
t:J.calltle, m the expresston of 1t. If poetry 1s a form of'com
munication', yet that wluch IS to be commurucated 1s the 
poem ttself, and only mctdentally the experience and the 
thought which have gone mto 1t. The poem's eXIstence IS 
somewhere between the wnter and the reader; It has a 
reahty wluch 1s not stmply the reahty of what the writer 1s 
trying to 'express', or oflus expenence ofwritmg 1t, or of 
the experience of the reader or of the wnter as reader. Con
sequently the problem of what a poem 'means' 1s a good deal 
more difficult than 1t at first appears. If a poem of mine 
enncled Ash-Wednesday ever goes mto a second edttlon, I 
have thought of prefuong to 1t the lmes of Byron from 
Don]uatt: 
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'Some have accused me of a strange design 
Agamst the creed and morals of thts land, 

And trace It m this poem, every lme. 
I don't pretend that I qmte understand 

My own mearung when I would be very fine; 
But the fact Is that I have nothmg planned 

Except perhaps to be a momem merry ... ' 

There IS some sound cnttcal admonmon m these lmes. But 
a poem Is not just either what the poet 'planned' or what 
the reader conceives, nor IS tts 'use' restncted wholly to 
what the author mtended or to what 1t actually does 
for readers. Though the amount and the quahty of the 
pleasure whtch any work of art has gtven smce It came 
mto eXJ.stence IS not Irrelevant, still we never judge It 
by that; and we do not ask, after bemg greatly moved 

by the sight of a piece of architecture or the audtnon of 
a piece of music, 'what has been my benefit or profit from 
seemg thts temple or hearmg thts music?' In one sense 
the question Imphed by the phrase 'the use of poetry' is 
nonsense. But there Is another meanmg to the question. 
Apart from the vanety of ways m whtch poets have used 
their art, With greater or less success, wtth designs of m
strucnon or persuasiOn, there IS no doubt that a poet 

wtshes to gtve pleasure, to entertam or dtvert people; and 
he should normally be glad to be able to feel that the enter
tainment or dtverston 1s enjoyed by as large and vanous a 
number of people as poSSible. When a poet dehberately 
restncts lus pubhc by hts ch01ce of style of wrinng or of 
subject-matter, thts ts a specral situaoon demandmg explan-
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anon and extenuation, but I doubt whether this eve[ 

happens. It 1s one thmg to write m a style which 1s already 
popular, and another to hope that one's wnnng may even
tually become popular. From one pomt of v1ew, the poet 
aspires to the condmon of the mus1c-hall comedian. Being 
mcapable of altermg his wares to suit a prevailmg taste, if 
there be any, he naturally desJieS a State of SOCiety ill Wruch' 
they may become popular, and in wluch his own talents 
will be put to the best use. He is accordmgly Vltally mter
ested m the use of poetry. The subsequent lectures will treat 
of the varymg conceptions of the use of poetry durmg the 
last three centunes, as illustrated m cntic1sm, and especially 
m the crit1c1sm proVIded by the poets themselves. 

NOTE TO CHAPTER I 

ON THE DEVELOPMENT OF TASTE IN POETRY 

It may be not inopportune, m connexion with some of 
the questions touched upon m the foregomg chapter, to 

summanse here certam remarks wluch I made elsewhere 
upon the Development ofTaste. They are, I hope, not with
out some bearmg upon the teaclung ofhterature m schools 
and colleges. 

I may be generahsmg my own lnstory unwarrantably, 
or on the other hand I may be uttering what 1s already a 
commonplace amongst teachers and psychologists, when I 
put forward the COll.JCCture that the majority of cluldren, 
up to say twelve or fourteen, are capable of a certam enjoy
ment of poetry; that at or about puberty the majortty of 

�r use for 1t, but that a small minority 
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then find themselves possessed of a craVlllg for poetry 
wruch IS wholly different from any enjoyment expenenced 
before. I do not know whether httle guls have a different 
taste in poetry from little boys, but the responses of 
the latter I beheve to be fa1rly uruform. Horatius, 
The Burial of Su John Moore, Bannockburn, Tennyson'£ 
Revenge, some of the border ballads· a Wang for martial 
and sangwnary poetry is no more to be discouraged than 
engagements w1th lead soldiers and pea-shooters. The only 
pleasure that I got from Shakespeare was the pleasure of 
being commended for readmg rum, had I been a cluld of 
more mdependent mmd I should have refused to read rum 
at all. Recogrusmg the frequent decepnons of memory, I 
seem to remember that my early hkmg for the sort of verse 
that small boys do hk.e varushed at about the age of twelve, 
leavmg me for a couple of years with no sort of mterest m 
poetry at all. I can recall clearly enough the moment when, 
at the age of fourteen or so, I happened to pick up a copy of 
Fitzgerald's Omar wruch was lying about, and the almost 
overwhelrnmg mtroduction to a new world of feehng 
wruch t:hts poem was the occas10n of gtving me. It was hk.e 
a sudden convers1on; the world appeared anew, pa.J.Uted 
wuh bright, delicious and pa.J.nful colours. Thereupon I 
took the usual adolescent course wtth Byron, Shelley, 
Keats, Rossetti, Swmburne. 

I take t:hts penod to have persisted unnl about my twenty
second year. Bemg a penod of rap1d ass1rmlanon, the end 
may not know the begmning, so dlfferent may the taste 
become. Like the first penod of cluldhood, It 1S one beyond 
wruch I dare say many people never advance; so that such 
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taste for poetry as they retam m later L.fe 1s only a senu. 
mental memory of the pleasures of youth, and 1s probably 
entwmed w1th all our other senumental retrospecttve feel. 
mgs. It 1s, no doubt, a penod of keen enjoyment; but we 

must not confuse the mtens1ty of the poetiC expenence m 
adolescence Wlth the mtense expertence of poetry. At tlus 
penod, the poem, or the poetry of a smgle poet, mvades 
the youthful consc10usness and assumes complete posses
swn for a nme. We do not really see 1t as sometlung with 
an eXlstence outside ourselves; much as 111 our youthful 
expenences of love, we do not so much see the person as 

infer the exiStence of some outside o bject wluch sets m 

monon these new and dehghtful feehngs m winch we are 
absorbed. The frequent result 1s an outburst of scnbbhng 
which we may callurutatlon, so long as we are aware of 
the meanmg of the word 'Irmtatwn' winch we employ. 
It Is not dehberate chmce of a poet to mmuc, bu..t wntmg 
under a kmd of daemoruc posseSSlon by one poet. 

The thu:d, or mature stage of enjoyment of poetry, comes 
when we cease to 1dennfy ourselves w1th the poet we 
happen to be readmg, when our cntlcal faculties remam 
awake; when we are aware of what one poet can be ex
pected to g1ve and what he cannot. The poem has 1ts own 
eXIStence, apart from us; 1t was there before us and will en
dure after us. It 1s only at tlus stage that the reader 1s pre
pared to msnngUish between degrees of greatness m 

poetry; before that stage he can only be expected to dls
tingUlSh between the genume and the sham-the capacity to 
make tlus latter d.tstmctJ.on must always be pracnsed first. 
The poets we frequent m adolescence will not be arranged 
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m any objecuve order of eminence, but by the personal 

accidents wruch put them into relation With us; and this IS 
nght. I doubt whether It 1S possible to explam to school 

cluldren or even undergraduates the chfferences of degree 
among poets, and I doubt whether It IS W!Se to try; they 

have not yet had enough expenence of hfe for these matters 

to have much meanmg. The percepuon of why Shakespeare, 

or Dante, or Sophocles holds the place he has IS something 
wluch comes only very slowly m the course ofhvmg. And 
the dehberate attempt tO grapple Wlth poetry WIDCh lS not 

naturally congerual, and some of wluch never will be, 
should be a very mature acUVlty indeed; an actlVlty which 

well repays the effort, but wluch cannot be recommended 

to young people without grave danger of deadenmg their 
sensibility to poetry and confoundmg the genume develop
ment of taste with the sham acquisition of It. 

It should be clear that the 'development of taste' 1s an 

abstraction. To set before oneself the goal of bemg able to 
enJoy, and m the proper obJective order of ment, all good 

poetry, 1s to pursue a phantom, the chase after which 

should be left to those whose ambition 1t Is to be 'culu
vated' or 'cultured', for whom art 1s a luxury article and 1ts 
appreciation an accomphshment. For the development of 

genwne taste, founded on genume feehng, Is mextncable 

from the development of the personahty and character.1 
Genume taste 1s always nnperfect taste-but we are all, as a 
matter of fact, Imperfect people, and the man whose taste 

m poetry does not bear the stamp of ills parucular per-

1In makmg thts statement I refuse to be drawn mto any dtscussiOn of 
the defiruoons of'personahty' and 'character'. 
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sonahry, so that there are cWferences in what he hkes from 
what we hke, as well as resemblances, and chfferences m the 
way of Wang the same thmgs, IS apt to be a very urunter
esung person with whom to chscuss poetry. We may even 
say that to have better 'taste' in poetry than belongs to one's 
state of development, IS not to 'taste' anytlung at all. One's 
taste in poetry cannot be Isolated from one's other mterests 
and passions; it affects them and lS affected by them, and 
must be hrmced as one's self 1s hnuced. 

Tlus note is really mtroductory to a large and difficult 
quesnon: whether the attempt to teach students to appre
ciate Enghsh hterature should be made at all; and Wlth what 
restncnons the teachmg of Enghsh hterature can nghtly be 
mcluded m any acadermc curnculum, Jf at all. 



A P O L O G Y F O R  T H E  
C O U N T E S S  O F  P E M B R O K E  

November 25th, I932 

The literary cntiCISm of the Elizabethan penod 1s not 
very great in bulk; to the account wruch George 

Samtsbury has g1ven there cannot ill 1ts kmd be very much 
tO add, and from rus Critical valuation there IS not much tO 
detract. What concerns me here is the general opmwn of It 
wluch students are hkely to form, m relation to the poetry 
of the age, on account of two 'lost causes' which that 
cntic1sm champiOned. The censure of the popular drama, 
and the attempt to introduce a more severe class1cal form 
illustrated by the essay ofS1r Philip Stdney, and the censure 

of rhymed verse, and the attempt to mtroduce some adap
tation of classical forms illustrated by the essay of Cam
piOn, might be taken, and have been taken, as stnkmg 
examples of the fuo.hty of corrective cntictsm, and of the 
supenority of irreBective inspiration over calculation. If I 
can show that no such clear contrast 1S possible, and that the 
relation of the critical to the creative mmd was not one of 
simple antagonism ill the Ehzabethan age, it will be easter 
for me to demonstrate the mtimacy of the creative and the 
cntical mind at a later period. 

Everyone has read Campion's Observations in the Art of 
English Poesie and Daniel's Defence of Ryme. Campton, who 
except for Shakespeare was the most accompliShed master 
of rhymed lyric of his time, was certainly in a weak posi-
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non for attackmg rhyme, as Damel m hts reply was not 
slow to observe. Hls treatise 1s known to most people 
merely as the repository of two very beautiful pteces, 
Rose-cheeked Laura come and Raving war begot, and of a 

number of other exerCiSes most of wruch by thetr mfen
onty bear Witness agamst rum. Expenmentatlon Wlth senu
classtcal metres ts less dended to-day than 1t was before the 
nme of Robert Bndges. I do not beheve that good Enghsh 
verse can be wntten qutte m the way wruch Campion 
advocates, for 1t 1s the natural geruus of the language, and 
not anc1ent authonty, that must dectde; better scholars than 
I, have suspected even that Lat111 versmcatwn was too much 
m.fiuenced by Greek models; I do not even beheve that the 
metnc of The Testament of Beauty ts successful, and I have 
always preferred Dr. Bndges' earher and more conven
tional verse to ms later expenments. Ezra Pound's Seafarer, 
on the other hand, ts a magmficent paraphrase explottmg the 
resources of a parent language; I discern 1ts beneficent In

fluence upon the work of some of the more mterestmg 
younger poets to-day. Some of the older forms of Enghsh 
vemficanon are bemg revtved to good purpose. But the 
point to dwell upon 1s not that Campton was altogether 
wrong, for he was not; or that he was completely downed 
by Daniel's rejomder; and we must remember that m other 
matters Dantel was a member of the claSSlclSlng school. 
The result of the controversy between Campion and 
Daniel is to estabhsh, both that the Latin metres cannot be 
copted in English, and that rhyme 1s netther an essential nor 
a superfluity. Furthermore, no prosodtc system ever m

' vented can teach anyone to wnte good Enghsh verse. It 1s, 
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as Mr. Pound has so often remarked, the musical phrase 
that matters.1 The great achievement of Ehzabethan vem
:ficatwn Is the development of blank verse; it Is the dramatic 
poets, and eventually Milton, who are Spenser's true heirs. 
Just as Pope, who used what 1s nommally the same form as 
Dryden's couplet, bears htcle resemblance to Dryden, and 
as the wnter to-day who was genumely mfluenced by 
Pope would hardly want to use that couplet at all, so the 
wnters who were s1grufi.cancly mfl.uenced by Spenser are 
not those who have attempted tO USe his Stanza, which IS 
1n1rmtable. The second greatest accomphshment of the age 
was the lync; and the lync of Shakespeare and Camp10n� 

owes Its beauty not pnmaruy to us use of rhyme or to Its 
perfection of a 'verse form', but to the fact that it 1s wntten 
to musiCal form; 1t 1s wntten to be sung. Shakespeare's 
knowledge of music IS hardly hkely to have been compar
able to Campwn's; but m that age a wnter could hardly 
escape knowmg a htcle. I can hardly conceive such a song as 
Come away death bemg wntten except m collaboration 
w1th the musician. 2 But, to return to Camp1on and Darnel, 

1When Mr. Dnnkwater says (V1ctonan Poetry) 'there Is now no new 
verse form to be chscovered m Enghsh' It Is his own conception of fonu 
that precludes novelty He really means 'there can be no new verse 
form exactly hke the old ones' -or hke what he thmks the old ones 
are See a cuneus book on the relation of poetry to mustc, mtended 
for readers Wlth no techmcal knowledge of mustc, Magic of Melody, 
by John Murray Gtbbon (Dent) 

2Thc real superiOrity of Shakespeare's songs over Campton's Is not to 
be found, so to speak, mtemally, but m thm settmg. I have elsewhere 
commented upon the mtense dramaoc value of Shakespeare's songs at 
the pomts where they occur m the plays 
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I constder the controversy important, not because either 
was quite nght or wrong, but because it IS a part of the 
struggle between nauve and fore1gn elements as the result 
of whtch our greatest poetry was created. Campion pushed 
to an extreme a theory whtch he dtd not lumself often 
practise, but the fact that people could then think along 
such lmes IS stgrufi.cmt. 

The essay of Stdney m whtch occur the passages ndicul
mg the contemporary stage, so frequently quoted, may 
have been composed as early as 1 5 80; at any rate, was c0m
posed before the great plays of the age were written. We 

can hardly suppose that the wnter who m passmg showed 
not only a hvely appreciat:lon of Chevy Chase, but also of 
Chaucer, smghng for ment:lon what is Chaucer's greatest 
poem-Troilus-would have been Imperceptive of the ex
cellence of Shakespeare. But when we thmk of the muln
tude of bad plays, and the number of prectous but imper
fect plays, which Stdney dtd not hve to read or see per
formed, we cannot deny that hts lamentations have some 
apphcatton to the'whole penod. We are apt, m thmkmg of 
the age of Shakespeare, to 1magme something hke a fernle 
field m which tares and fine wheat luxunated, m wluch the 
former could not have been eradtcated Without nsk to the 
latter. Let both grow together untll the harvest. I am not 
mclmed to deny the exceptional number of wnters of real 
poetic and dramatic gemus; hue I cannot help regretting 
that some of thm best plays are no better than they are. 
'So falleth It out,' says Stdney, 'that havmg mdeed no nght 
Comedy, m that conucal part of our Tragedy we have no
thing but scurnhty, unworthy of any chaste ears, or some 
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extreme show of dolnshness, indeed fit to Lft up a loud 
laughter, and nothmg else.' He is perfectly right. The 
Changeling ts only a soLtary example m tts extreme con
trast between the grandeur of the mam plot and the nause
ousness of the secondary plot from wlnch 1t has tts title. 

The plays of Marston and Heywood-the latter a wnter of 
some theatncal ability, the former considerably more
are strmlarly dtsfi.gured. In The Witch of Edmonton we have 
the odd spectacle of a play contammg cormc and tragtc 
elements, each pretty certamly contnbuted by a <hfferent 
writer, each nsmg at moments to great heights m tts own 
lund, but very 1m perfectly welded; I find the readjustments 
of mood reqmred m thts play very trymg. Now the desire 
for 'comic rehef' on the part of an audience ts, I beheve, a 
permanent cravmg of human nature; but that does not 
mean that lt ts a cravmg that ought to be grattfied. It springs 
from a lack of the capactty for concentratiOn. Farce and 
love-romances, espectally tf seasoned wtth scabrousness, 

are the two forms of entertamment upon whtch the human 

rrund can most eastly, lovingly and foi the longest nme ' I  
mamtam tts attenoon; but we hke s91ne farce as a rehef 
from our sennment, however saladous, and some senn
ment as a rehef from our farce, however broad. The 
audtence whtch can keep tts attention fixed upon pure 
tragedy or pure comedy ts much more highly developed. 
The Atheruan stage got rehef through the chorus, and 
perhaps some of tts tragedy may have held attentton largely 
by its sensanonahsm. To my mmd, Racme's Berenice repre
sents about the sunumt of ctVlhsanon m tragedy; and it 1s, 
in a way, a Chnsnan tragedy, with devotion co the State 
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substituted for devotion to d1vme law. The dramanc poet 
who can engross the reader's or the aud1tor's attention 
dunng the space of a Berenice 1s the most c1villsed drama
tist-though not necessanly the greatest, for there are other 
quahnes to constder. 

My pomt 1s tills : that the Ehzabethan drama dtd tend to 
approach that unity of feeling which Sidney desues. From 
the tragedy or history m which the cormc element was 
s1mply left blank to be supphed by some clown favoured by 
the ptt (as some of the farce m Faustus IS supposed to be an 

abbreVIation of the gags of one comedian), the drama grew 
to matunty, m, for example, Coriolanus, Volpone, and m a 
later generanon The Way of the World. And It did this, not 
because docle dramansts obeyed the wishes of Sidney, but 
because the 1mprovements advocated by Stdney happened 
to be those which a maturmg ctvthsatwn would make for 
ttself. The doctnne of Unity of Sentiment, m fact, happens 
to be nght. And I thmk, m passmg, that s1mply because we 
have been mclmed to accept the 'cormc rehef' no non as a 

kmd of :fixed law ofEhzabethan drama, we have somenmes 
miSunderstood the mtennon of the dramabst: as, for m

stance, m treanng The Jew of Malta as a huffe-snuff'e grand 
tragedy disfigured by cloWlllsh urelevancies of doubtful 
taste, we have nnssed tts pomt. 

Some objectors may brmg forward Shakespeare e1ther 
as a tnumphant excepnon to tlns theory or as a tnumphant 
refutation of tt. I know well how difficult 1t ts to fit Shake
speare mto any theory, especially tf It be a theory about 
Shakespeare; and I cannot here undertake a complete 

jusn£canon, or enter upon all the quahficanons that the 
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theory reqmres. But we start With 'conuc relief' as a prac
ttcal necessity of the time for the wnter who had to make 
hts hving by wntmg plays. What is really mterestmg IS 
what Shakespeare made of trus necessity. I thmk that when 
we turn to Henry IV we often feel that what we want to 
re-read and hnger over are the Falstaff episodes, rather than 
the pohttcal rughfalutm of the Kmg's party and ltS adver
sanes. That is an error. As we read from Part I to Part II 
and see Falstaff, not merely gluttorusmg and playmg pranks 
md:tfferent to affairS of State, but leadmg his band of con
scnpts and conversmg With local magnates, we find that the 
rehef has become senous contrast, and that pohocal saore 
issues from 1t. In Henry V the two elements are sttll more 
fused, so that we have not merely a chromcle of kings and 
queens, but a uruversal comedy m which all the actors take 
part in one event. But 1t 1s not m the histories, plays of a 
transient and unsansfactory type, that we find the conuc 
rehef most nearly taken up mto a h igher uruty of feehng. 
In Twelfth Night and A Midsummer Night's Dream the farcical 
element IS an essential to a pattern more complex and 
elaborate that any constructed by a dramanst before or 
smce. The Knockmg on the Gate m Macbeth has been Cited 
too often for me to call attenoon to 1t; less hackneyed 1s the 
scene upon Pompey's galley m Antony and Cleopatra. Tills 
scene is not only m 1tself a prodigiOus piece of pohncal 
sanre-

'A beares the third part of the world, man . . .  ' 

but 1s a key to everything that precedes and follows. To 
demonstrate clns pomt to your saosfacnon would, I know, 
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reqwre a whole essay to 1tsel£ Here, I can only affirm that 
for me the violence of contrast between the tragic and the 
cormc, the subhme and the bathetic, in the plays of Shake
speare, disappears m lm matunng work; I only hope that 
a companson of The Merchant of Venice, Hamlet and The 
Tempest will lead others to the same conclusion. I was once 

under censure for suggestmg that m Hamlet Shakespeare 
was dealmg With 'mtractable matenal' · my words were 
even interpreted as mamtairung that Coriolanus 1s a greater 
play than Hamlet. I am not very much mterested m dectdmg 
wmch play of Shakespeare lS greater than wruch other; be
cause I am more and more mterested, not m one play or an

other, but in Shakespeare's work as a whole. I do not thmk 
1t any derogation to suggest that Shakespeare dtd not al ways 
succeed: such a suggestion would imply a very narrow v1ew 
of success. His success must always be reckoned m under
standmg of what he attempted; and I beheve that to admrt 
his pamal failures 1s to approach the recognmon of ills real 
greatness more closely than to hold that he was always 
granted plenary mspiratlon. I do not pretend that I thmk 
Measure for Measure, or Troilus and Cressida, or All's Well 
That Ends Well, to be a wholly 'successful' play; but if any 
o�e of Shakespeare's plays were omitted we should not be 

able to understand the rest as well as we do. In such plays, we 
must consider not only the degree of umficauon of all the 

elements mto a 'unuy of senttment', but the quahty and 
kind of the emotions to be unified, and the elaborateness of 
the pattern of uruficauon. 

Tms consrderauon may appear to have camed us far 
away from Stdney' s simple assertion about the decorum to 
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be observed m excludmg extraneous matter; but we are 
really wtth rum all the ume. So much, for the present, for 
the Uruty of Sentiment. But Stdney 1s orthodox m laws 
snll more dtfficult to observe; for he says roundly, 'the stage 

should represent but one place, and the uttermost nme pre
supposed m 1t should be, both by Anstotle's precept and 
common reason, but one day.' Tlus uruty of place and nme 
1s a stumblmg-block so old that we thmk tt long smce worn 
away: a law, hke some others, so uruversally v10lated, that, 
bk.e the herome of Hood, 

'We thought lt dymg when 1t slept 
And sleepmg when It dted.' 

But my pomt ts stmply that the umnes chffer radtcally from 
human legtslanon m that they are laws of nature, and a law 
of nature, even when lt ts a law of human nature, ts quite 
another thing from a human law. The kmd ofhterary law 
in which Aristotle was interested was not law that he lard 
down, but law that he dtscovered. The laws (not rules) of 
unity of place and ttme remain vahd m that every play 

wruch observes them in SO far as its material allows IS m that 
respect and degree supenor to plays which observe them 
less. I beheve that m every play m whtch they are not 
observed we only put up wtth therr VIolation because we 
feel that somethmg IS gamed whtch we could not have 1f 
the law were observed. Trus is not to establish another law. 
There is no other law possible. It 1s merely to recogruse that 
m poetry as m hfe our business is to make the best of a bad 
job. Furthermore, we must observe that the Unittes are not 
three separate laws. They are three aspects of one law: we 
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may vwlate the law of Unity of Place more flagrantly If we 

preserve the law of Uruty of T1me, or vice versa; we may 
VIolate both J..f we observe more closely the law of Uruty of 
Senttment. 

We start, most of us, Wlth an unconsc10us prejuchce 
agamst the Umnes-I mean, we are unconsc10us of the 
large element ill our feehng wruch lS mere 1gnorance and 
mere prejuchce. I mean that Enghsh-speaking peoples have 
tmmedtate and mnmate expenence of great plays m wruch 
the Unities are grossly vwlated, and perhaps of mfenor 

plays in wlnch they are more nearly observed. Furthermore, 
we have a natural, mev1table and largely justtfiable sym
pathy wtth the hterature of our own country and language, 
and we have had the Umttes so rubbed mto us, when we 
studied Greek or French drama, that we may dunk 1t 1s be
cause of the unfamiliar dramatiC form that we do not care 
for them so much as we care for Shakespeare. But It Is JUSt as 
hkely that we do not care for them because they represent 
the genius of an ahen people and a fore1gn tongue, and hence 
are prejudiced agamst the dramauc form. I beheve that 
those plays of Shakespeare wlnch approXImate more nearly 
to observation of the Umttes are in that respect better plays; I 
would even go so far as to say that the Kmg of Denmark, 
m sendmg Hamlet to England, was attemptmg to v10late 
the Unity of Actton. a cnme far worse, for a man m his 

position, than attempted murder. And what I have denonn
nated Unity of Sentiment 1s only a shghdy larger term than 
Umty of Action. 

Uruty, says Butcher, m hts erutton of the Poetics, lS maru
fested mamly m two ways . 
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'Frrst, in the causal connex10n that binds together the 
several parts of a play-the thoughts, the emooons, the 
dcciswns of the wul, the external events bemg inextnc
ably mterwoven. Secondly, m the fact that the whole senes 
of events, Wlth all the moral forces that are brought into 
colhswn, are drrected to a smgle end. The acoon as 1t 
advances converges on a defimte pomt. The thread of pur
pose runrung through It becomes more marked. All rrunor 
effects are subordmated to the sense of an ever-growmg 
uruty. The end IS lmked to the begmrung With ineV1table 
certamty, and m the end we discern the mearung of the 

whole.' 
It should be obviOUS that the observance of crus Uruty 

must lead us, given certam dramatic matenal otherwise 
rughly valuable, mevitably to vwlaoon of the Uruoes of 
Place and Time.I As for Time, Anstocle only remarks 
rather casually that the usual practice of tragedy was to con
fine Itself, so far as possible, to the actlon of twenty-four 
hours. The only modern author who has succeeded m 
observmg trus Uruty exactly ts Mr. James Joyce; and he has 

done so with only shght deviation from the Umty ofPlace, 
as the acuon all takes place m or near the town of Dubhn, 
and Dubhn IS a contributmg cause of the umty of the whole 
book. But Sir Phlhp Sidney, With the weight of Itahan 
CrltlCISm upon rus back, and probably not having read 
Anstotle so deeply as he had read Latm authors and Italian 
cnucs widely, only went a httle too far:  he was nght m 
pnnciple, and he was JUStlfied m rus StriCtUres upon the 

1The authonty for the Umty of Place 1s usually held to be Castel
vetro. Thts 1s not, of course, an Anstotehan doctnne. 
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drama of Ins day. A greater cntic than Sidney, the greatest 
cnuc oflus ume, Ben Jonson, says Wisely : 

'I know notlung can conduce more to letters, than to 
examine the wntmgs of the Ancients, and not to rest m 

their sole authority, or take all upon trust from them; pro
VIded the plagues of judging, and pronouncmg against 
them, be away; such as envy, bitterness, precipitation, 
tmpudence, and scumle scoffing. For to all the observations 
of the Ancients, we have our own experience; which, if we 
will use and apply, we have better means to pronow1ce. 
Ir 1s true they opened the gates, and made the way that 
went before us; but as gwdes, not commanders .' 

And further : 
'Let Anstocle and others have their dues; but rt we can 

make farther dtscovenes of truth and fitness than they, why 
are we envied;�' 

It was natural that a member of the Countess of Pem
broke's circle, wnung whlle popular hterature was sttll 
mostly barbarous, should be more fearful and mtolerant 
than Ben Jonson, writtng towards d1e end ofhts days, w1th 
a rich creative past in retrospect, and reviewing his own 
great work. I do not pretend that Sidney's cnticism made 
any more impression upon the form winch later poetic 
drama took than did, say, the example of Greville, Daniel 
or Alexander. The cruef channel through wluch the Coun
tess of Pembroke's crrcle may have- affected the course of 
English poetry 1s the great avihsing influence of Spenser. 

Spenser exerCiSed great influence upon Marlowe; Mar
lowe first showed what could be done Wlth dramatic blank 
verse, and Marlowe's great disciple Milton showed what 
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could be done with blank verse in a long poem. So great 
the influence of Spenser seems to me, that I should say that 
without it we might not have had the finest developments 
of blank verse. Such a denvatton in mel£ should be enou� 
to rescue the Countess of Pembroke's fnends and relattves 
from obscunty, enough to digrufy therr cnncal efforts, to 
raJ.se them from the 1gnommy of wealthy well-born 
amateurs of the arts, or obscurantist supporters of a fastid
IOUS and sterue class1c1Sm. 

So much for the two real problems of specific mterest 
wh.tch occupied the attention of Ehzabethan cntics : the 
problem of dramatic form and the problem of verse 
technique. Of the fashion set by Sidney, the panegync 
of poetry and the poet, I shall have more to say when I 
come to contrast 1t with the laudatton of the Poet by 
Shelley, and w1th, so to speak, his ordmation by Matthew 
A.m.old. Puttenham and Webbe play chorus to Sidney. 
Poetry, we are repeatedly told, 1s 'makmg', and we are re
mmded that 7rOtE'iv means to make. Lip-service Is pard to 
the Aristotehan 'anitatlon', but none of the wnters of the 
penod seems to have penetrated very deeply into the 
notion of mimesis. The opimons of Plato and Anstotle are 
garbled hke a judicious advertisement selection from a 
book-reVlew. Web be would have us believe that Plato and 
Anstotle JOID m supposmg 'all wisdom and knowledge 
to be included mysttcally in that divine mstinction where
with they thought their vates to be inspired'. The notton of 
divine insprrauon is made the most of. The poet expresses 
both chvme and worldly truth, and exerts moral mfluence 
-here 'inutatton' is brought in again. Fmally, the poet 
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g1ves deJ.:ght, and in effect helps materially to maintam and 
to raise the level of culture; no court ts glorious Without 

lum, and no people great which has no poets. Interspersed 
in the discourses of Stdney, Puttenham and Webbe are 
some acute observations; and Puttenham's prefatory note 
on Speech Is most mterestmg. I am not concerned wtth 
these, or with the crrcumstances m which these essays were 
brought forth; though I may be allowed to offer a word of 
thanks, m passmg, to Gosson because ills School of Abuse 
provoked them. It 1s, however, worthy of remembrance 
that these cntical treatises appeared just before the begmnmg 
of the great age; so that 1f they are a stgn of anythmg, 1t Is of 
growth and not of decay. 

And m these simple effusiOns we have m embryo the 
cnncal quesnons whtch were to be dtscussed much later. 
To talk of poets as makers and as inspired does not get us 
very far, and this nonon of mspiration need not be pressed 
for hteralness; but 1t shows some perception of the questlon: 
'how does the makmg of poetry come about?' To talk 
vaguely of poets as philosophers does not get us very far 

either, but 1t 1s the srmplest reply to the question: 'what 1s 

the content of poetry?' S1ID1larly wuh the account of 
poetry m us htgh moral purpose, the questton of the rela
tion of art and etlucs appears , and finally, m the simple 
assertions that poetry gives rugh dehght and adorns SOCiety 
1S some awareness of the problem of the relanon of the 
poem to the reader and the place of poetry m society. 
Once you have started you cannot stop. And these people 
started before Shakespeare. 

I shall have spoken to no purpose if I have gtven the 
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tmpressiOn that I wtsh stmply to affirm the Importance 
of a neglected, or rather bchttled group of hterary people 
whose taste IS supposed to have been counter to that 
of the age. Had that been my mtentwn I should have 
adopted a dtfferent scheme of treatment, dealt wtth them 
severally, and m parncular have had somethmg to say 
about the spectal tmportance of John Lyly m the develop
ment of Enghsh prose and of proper comedy. My purpose 
has been rather to determme the relanon of the cnncal 
currents to the general stream of creauve activtty. In that 
form of rustoncal survey wruch lS not concerned With the 
total movement of hterature, but w1th-on the lowest level 
-mere readab1hty, and which atms to tell us what works 
we can sull enjoy, which emphas1ses those books which 
men have found 1t worth therr while to contmue to read 
and wruch are valuable to us rrrespecuve of thelr rustoncal 
pos1t1on, some of these wnters are properly Ignored. The 
works of Srr Phihp S1dney, excepting a few sonnets, are not 
among those to which one can return for perpetual re
freshment; the Arcadia 1s a monument of dulness. But I have 
wtshed to affirm that m lookmg at the penod wtth an 
mterest 10 the development of the cnncal consciOusness 10 

and towards poetry, you cannot dtssoclate one group of 
people from another ; you cannot draw a hoe and say 
here 1s backwater, here 1s the mam stream. In the drama, 
we seem to have on the one hand almost the whole body 
of men of letters, a crowd of scholars commg down from 
Oxford and Cambndge to p1ck a poor hving m London, 
needy and often almost desperate men of talent; and on 
the other an alert, curious, semi-barbarous pubhc, fond 
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of beer and bawdry, mcludmg much the same sort of 
people whom one encounters m the local ouclymg theatres 
to-day, cravmg cheap amusement to thrill the1r emotions, 
arouse the1r mtrth and saosfy their cunostty; and between 
the entertamers and the entertamed a fundamental homo
geneity of race, of sense of humour and sense of nght and 
wrong. The worst fault that poetry can comrmt 1s to be 
drill, and the Ehzabethan dramansts were more or less 
frequently saved from dulness or galvanised mto anima
non by the necessity to amuse. Therr hvehhood depended 
upon 1t: they had to amuse or �tarve. 



T H E  A G E O F  D R Y D E N  
December 2nd, I932 

In my prev10us lecture I was concerned With the Ehza
bechan cnucal mmd expressmg Itself before the greater 

part of the great hterature of the age had been wntten 
Between them and Dryden occurs one great cntical mmd, 
that of a great poet whose crmcal wnting appears to be
long to qwte the end of the penod. If I treated Ben Jon
son's opinions with complete respect, I should condemn 
myself for speaking or wmmg at all; for he says roundly, 
'to judge of poets 1s only the faculty of poets; and not of all 
poets, but the best'. Nevertheless, though I am not a good 
enough poet to JUdge of Jonson, I have already tned to do 
so, and cannot now make matters worse. Between Sidney 
and Campion m the latter pare of the sixteenth century, 
and Jonson wnting towards the end ofrus hfe, the greatest 
penod of English poetry is comprehended; and the 
maturing of the Enghsh mind in tins time is well seen by 
readmg the treatises of Sidney and rus contemporaries, and 
then the Discoveries of Jonson. He called rus Discoveries also 
Timber, and it IS timber With much undergrowth and dead 
wood m It, but also hvmg trees. In some places, Jonson 
does but express in a more adult style the same common
places. About pcfetry : 

'The study of 1t (if we will trust Aristotle) offers to man-
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kmd a certain rule, and pattern oflivmg well, and happily; 
dtsposmg us to all civil offices of society. If we Will beheve 
Tully, 1t nounsheth, and mstructeth, our youth; dehghts 
our age; adorns our prospenty; comforts our adversity; 

entertams us at home, keeps us company abroad, travails 
With us, watches, divides the tlme of our earnest, and 
sports; shares m our country recesses, and recreations; mso
much as the wisest and best learned have thought her the 
absolute rmstress of manners, and nearest ofkm to VIrtue. '  

This hst of the ments of poetry, With Its condmonal 
references to Anstotle and Tully, has the qua1ntness of a 
generatwn near to Montatgne, and 1s no more convmcmg 
than a patent medtcme circular; and it has some of the 
heavy sentennousness of Francis Bacon. Secondary to the 

senous advantages to be denved from poetry, comes the 

assurance that poetry giVes pleasure, or, as he says, gmdes us 
by the hand of actlon, with a ravtslnng dehght, and m
credtble sweemess. The questions tmphed are, as I sa1d to
wards the end of my last lecture, among those fundamental 
to cntlclSm: Jonson has put them m a nper style than that 
of the cnncs who wrote m Ius youth, but he has not 
advanced the enqwry. The authonty of anttqmty, and the 

assent of our prejudices, are enough. It 1s rather m Ius 
practical COtlClSm-1 mean here not SO much rus CrltlClSffi 
of mdividual wnters, but hts advice to the practitioner-that 
Jonson has made progress. He requues m the poet, :first, 'a 
goodness of natural wit' . 'To thts perfection of nature m 
our poet, we reqmre exerctse of those parts, and frequent.' 
His thud reqwsite m a poet pleases me especially: 'The 
third reqwsite m our poet, or maker, Is Imitation, to be able 
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to convert the substances, or nches of another poet, to his 
own use. ' When we come to a passage begmnmg 'In 
wntmg there IS to be regarded the Invention, and the 
Fashwn' we may, If we have already read some later 
cntlcs, expect more than we get. For so far as I understand 
lum Jonson means nothmg more than that before you 
wnte you must have somethmg to wnte about, wluch is a 
mamfest truth frequently Ignored both by those who are 
trymg to learn to write and by some of those who en
deavour to teach wntmg. But when we compare such pas

sages as these from Jonson With the passage which I quoted 
from Dryden m my first lecture, we feel thattm Dryden we 
meet for the first time a man who Is speakmg to us. It IS 
from a cnncal essay wntten before Dryden had really 
found out how to wnte poetry, but 1t 1s somethmg very 
different from an appeal to the ancients ; It 1s really analy
tical. I Will presume to quote It agam for the purpose of 
closer exanunatlon: 

'The first happmess of the poet's Imagmaoon Is properly 
mventton, or the fmdmg of the thought, the second Is fancy, 
or the vanatlon, denvmg, or mouldmg of that thought, as 
the judgement represents 1t proper to the subject; the tlurd 
IS elocunon, or the art of clothing and adornmg that 
thought, as found and vaned, m apt, sigmficant, and sound
mg words , the qmckness of the Imagmanon Is seen m the 
mventlon, the fertility m the fancy, and the accuracy m the 
expression.' . 

'Fmdmg of the thought' does not mean findmg a copy
book maxim, or startmg With a synopsis of what we are 
gomg to put mto verse, fmdmg an 'Idea' wluch 1s later to 
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be 'clothed and adorned' m a rather literal interpretation of 
the metaphor. It corresponds to the mcepnon of any p1ece 
ofimagrnative writmg. It is not casnng about for a subject, 

upon which, when found, the '1magmaoon' IS to be exer� 
c1sed; for we must remark that 'mvention' IS the first 
moment m a process only the whole of which Dryden calls 
'rmaginanon', and no less than the whole of which corr� 
sponds to the celebrated and adnurable account of rmagm� 
ation given by Shakespeare in A Midsummer Nights Dream. 
'Invention' m the sense used here by Dryden does not seem 
to me to be properly covered by the New English Dic
tionary, which quotes thiS very passage m support of the 
followmg defimrion: 'The deVIsmg of a subject, 1dea, or 
method of treatment, by exerc1se of the mtellect or Imagrn
ation.' The words 'mtellect or 1magmaoon' strike me as a 

burkmg of the quesnon : if there is a clear dtsrincnon b� 
tween mvennon by exercise of mtellect and mvention by 
exercise of 1magmauon, then two defiruoons are called for; 
and rl' there is no cWference between mtellectual and 
1magrnauve mvenuon there can hardly be much difference 
between 1maginanon and mtellect. But Dryden 1s talking 
expressly about imaginauon, not about intellect. Further
more, the word 'devising' suggests the dehberate putting 
together out of materials at hand; whereas I beheve that 
Dryden's 'mvention' mcludes the sudden irruption of the 
germ of a new poem, posstbly merely as a state of feeling. 
His 'mvennon' is surely a findrng, a trouvaille. 'Fancy' re
presents the conscious elaboranon of the anginal donn ee
l prefer not to call that which Is found by invention by the 
name of 'idea' ; and fancy, I believe, covers also the con-
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scious and dehberate uniting of several mvennons m one 
poem. 'Vanatlon, derivmg, or mouldmg of that thought', 
Dryden calls lt. 'Vanatton' and 'mouldmg' are, I think, 
pretty clear; 'denvmg' 1s more dtfficult. I tlunk that the 
defi.nmon 3B m the N.E.D. comes pretty close to 1t· 'To 
extend by branches or modllications.' Fancy is an actiVity 
of the 1magmation rather than of the mtellect, but 1s 
necessarily m part an mtellectual act1v1ty, masmuch as it 
15 a 'moulding of the thought as judgement represents it 
proper'. Dryden does not, I believe, necessarily 1mply that 
the 'trurd happiness' of poenc imaginanon, 'docunon', 1S a 
tbJ.rd act, I mean, that the act of findmg the proper words, 
'clothmg and adorning' the thought, begins only after the 
operanon of fancy is complete. In fancy the findmg of the 
words seems to me already to have begun; that 1s, fancy 1s 
partly verbal; nevertheless, the work of elocution, 'cloth
mg and adornmg m apt, s1gmficant and soundmg words', 
1s the last to be completed. Observe that 'soundmg' here 
means what we, just as approXlffiately, should be hkely to 
call 'mus1eal' : the findmg of the words and the order of 
words expreSSive of the underlying mood wruch belongs to 
the mvennon. (Shakespeare's great hne m King Lear, 

Never, never, never, never, never, 

1s JUSt as sounding as Poe's lme adrrured by Ernest Dawson, 

The v10l, the v10let and the vme.) 

We are hable, I think, to underrate Dryden's crincal 
analyses, by assummg that they only apply to the kind of 
poetry that he wnte& himself; and thus we may overlook 
rus meanmg, as of the word 'invention'. Even if Dryden's 
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poetry seems to us of a pecuhar, and, as it has seemed to 

many, a pecultarly unpoetic type, we need not conclude 
that lus mind operated qmte differently from those of 
poets at other penods; and we must remember hts cathohc 

and discmrunatmg taste m poetry. 
I do not need, I tlunk, to quote agam here the passage 

from Colendge wruch I quoted m contrast to that of 
Dryden, because I do not propose to exarmne it so narrowly. 
You will have observed the more developed etymologtcal 
sense I am not sure that Colendge has made as satisfactory 
an J.nalysis as that of Dryden. The drstmctton IS too stmple. 
The last sentence, 'Mtlton has a highly tmagmattve, Cow
ley a very fancr.ful mmd,' should be enough to arouse 
susplclOn. It represents a course of argument wruch IS 

specwus. You assert a drs tinction, you select two authors 
who illustrate It to your satisfaction, and you tgnore the 
negative instances or difficult cases. If Colendge had wntten, 

' Spenser had a htghly 1magmattve, Donne a very fanciful 
mmd,' the assumed supenonty of tmagmatton to fancy 
might nor appear qmte so unmedrately convmcmg. Not 
only Cowley, but all the metaphystcal poets, had very 
'fanciful mmds, and r.f you removed the fancy and left only 
imagmatton, as Colendge appears to use these terms, you 
would have no metaphysical poetry. The rustinctton IS 

adrmttedly a drstmctton of value; the term 'fancy' IS really 
made derogatory, JUst apphcable to clever verse that you 
do not like. 

Between Dryden, and Wordsworth and Colendge the 
one great cnttcal rmnd Is that of Johnson. After Dryden, 
and before Johnson, there ts much JUSt cnttcism, but no 
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great crioc. The mferionty of common rnmds to great 
ts more pamfully apparent m those modest exerctses of the 
mmd m whtch common sense and senstbthty are needed, 
chan m then fatlure to ascend to the higher fltghts of geruus. 
Addtson ts a consptcuous example of tlus embarrassmg 
medtocnty, and he ts a symptom of the age whtch he 
announced. The chfference between the temper of the 
etghteenth century and that of the seventeenth 1s profound. 
Here, for example, IS Addtson on the subject on wluch we 
have already heard Dryden and Colendge, the Imagma
oon: 

'There are few words m the Enghsh language whtch are 
employed m a more loose and unctrcumscn bed sense chan 
those of the fan�y and the tmagmatl.on. I therefore thought 
tt necessary to fix and determme the notiOn of these two 
words, as I mtend to make use of them m the thread of my 
followmg speculatiOns, that the reader may concetve 
nghtly what ts the subj ect wluch I proceed upon '1 

It ts perhaps as well to warn you that Adchson ts a wnter 
towards whom I feel somethmg very hke anopathy. It 
seems to me that even m these few words the smugness and 
pnggtshness of the man appear. Of an age durmg whtch the 
Church sank to an unlovelmess unequalled before or smce, 
Addison was one of the most appostte ornaments, he pos
sessed the Chnsttan vtrtues, at1d all m the wrong order: 
humthty was the least of lus attamments. It would seem, 
from tills account of 'fancy' and 'tmagmatton', that Addt
son had never read, certamly never pondered, Dryden's 
remarks upon the subject. I do not feel sure, however, that 

1 The Spectator,June 21st, 1712, No. 4II 
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tlus yokmg of fancy and imagmar10n by Addison did not 
stnke the eye of Colendge, and start lum upon hts process 
of cWferenoanon. For Dryden 'tmagmaoon' was the whole 
process of poeoc creauon m wluch fancy was one element. 
Addtson starts out to 'fix and determme' the notton of the 
two words; I cannot find any fi.xmg or deternuning of the 
word 'fancy' m trus or the followmg essays on the subJect; 
he 1s ennrely occupied Wlth the tmagmatton, and pnmanly 
with the visual ImagmatlOn, and solely With the V1sual 

tmagmatton accordmg to Mr. Locke. That 1s a debt wruch 
he hastens to acknowledge: he pays a handsome tesomorual 

to the scteno£.c truths wruch Locke has estabhshed. Alas, 
philosophy IS not science, nor IS hterary cntlClsm; and It is 
an elementary error to thmk. that we have discovered as 
objective laws what we have merely 1mposed by pnvate 
legislation. 

It IS cunous to find the old nooons of dehght and m
strucnon, with wruch the SIXteenth Century defended 
poetry, cropping up agam m a form typical of the age of 
Addison, but hardly with any greater profundity of mean
ing. Addison observes that: 

'A man of a pohte imagmat10n ts let mto a great many 
pleasures that the vulgar are not capable of receiving. He 
can converse Wlth a picture, and find an agreeable com
paruon m a statue. He meets With a secret refreshment in a 

descnpcion, and often finds a greater sausfacnon m the 

prospect of fields and meadows, than another does m the 

posseSSlon.' 
The eighteenth-century emphases are illuminating. In

stead of the courner, we have the man of pohte i.magm-
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anon. I suppose that Addison 1s what one would describe as 
a gentleman; as one might say, no better than a gentleman. 
Hls notion of reconunending 1magmanon, because it 
enables you to enjoy a statue or a piece of property wtth
out having to put your hand in your pocket to pay for 1t, 
zs a very happy thought indeed. And gentleman as he ts, he 
has a very low opuuon of those who are not genteel: 

'There are indeed but very few who know how to be 
idle and mnocent, or have a relish of any pleasures that are 
not crimmal.' 

Tell that, we might add, to the Unemployed. The par
ocular exammation of Addtson may be left to Mr. Saints
bury, whose History of Criticism ts always dehghtful, 
generally useful, and most often rtght. My mttoductlon of 
Addtson has not been, however, merely m order to poke 
fun at htm. What is interesting and relevant to observe in 
Addtson is not merely detenoratlon, a deterioration of 
soczety, but of mteresting change. In the same series of 
papers on lmagmation he says: 

'It may here be worth our wlnle to examme how 1t 
comes to pass that several readers, who are all acquamted 
With the same language, and know the mearung of the 
words they read, should nevertheless have a d.J.Jferent relish 
of the same descnpttons.' 

Addtson does not succeed m followmg up thts very 
Important questton wtth any very tmportant answer, but 
It is suggesttve as the first awareness of the problem of com
murucation; and his whole dtscussion of the nature of 
tmaginatton, however frwtless for the purposes of hterary 
critictsm, ts a very interesting attempt at a general 
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aesthetics. Any matter winch comes eventually to be the 
subject of detalied mvesuganon and spee1ahsed labour may 
be preceded, long before any fruttful development takes 

place, by such random guesses as these, winch though not 
directly producnve of frmtful results mdtcate the drrection 

m winch the nund 1s movmg. 
Adchson, although too poor a poet to be stnctly com

parable to the other cnttcs whom I have mentloned and 
have to mennon, acqmres tmportance by bemg thoroughly 
representanve of Ius age. The history of every branch 
of mtellectual acnvtty provides the same record o� the 
chminunon of England from the tlme of Queen Anne. 
It 1s not so much the mtellect, but sometlnng supenor to 

mtellect, which went for a long tlme mto echpse, and thts 
luminary, by whatever name we may call 1t, has not yet 
wholly 1ssued from 1ts secular obnubtlauon. The age of 
Dryden was snll a great age, though begmnmg to suffer a 

death of the spmt, as the coarselllllg of tts verse-rhythms 
shows, by the nme of Addison theology, devotion and 
poetry fell fast mto a formahsuc slumber. Addison IS de� 
firutely a wnter for a rmddle class, a bourgeois hterary 
chctator. He was a popular lecturer. To lnm poetry meant 
dehght and edifi.canon m a new way. Johnson has here, m 

hts own language, fixed adrmrably the dtfference between 
Dryden and Addtson as dtrectors of taste : 

'Dryden has, not many years before, scattered cnt1c1sm 
over his prefaces wtth very httle pammony, but though he 
sometimes condescended to be somewhat familiar, Ius 
manner was m general too scholastic for those who had yet 
thetr rudiments to learn, and found 1t not easy to nnder� 
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stand their master. His observations were framed rather for 

those that were learrung to wnte, than for those that read 

only to talk. 
'An mstructor hke Addison was now wantmg, whose 

remarks, bemg superficial, trught be eastly understood, and 

bemg JUSt, might prepare the mtnd for more attamments. 

Had he presented Paradise Lost to the pubhc Wlth all the 
pomp of system and seventy of sctence, the crittctsm would 
perhaps have been adllllred, and the poem soil have been 
neglected; but by the blandtshmcnts of gentleness and facti
tty he has made M.tlton an umversal favounte, With whom 
readers of every class thmk. tt necessary to be pleased.' 

It was snll then, apparently, a not unlettered penod, m 
whtch readers of any class could trunk tt necessary to be 
pleased wtth Paradise Lost. But the usual classtficatton of 

Dryden, Addtson and Johnson together as cnncs of an 
Augustan age faus to allow adequately for two differences : 
the spmtual deterioration m soctety between the penods 
of the first two, and the remarkable tsolatwn of the thtrd. 

It 1s surely by unconsc10us 1rony that we speak of an 'age 
ofJohnson' as we do of an 'age of Dryden' or an 'age of 
Addison'. Lonely m ills hfe, Johnson seems to me sttll 
more lonely m ills mtellectual and moral extstence. He could 
not even very much like the poetry ofills age with willch 
adtrurers of the etghteenth century now 'dunk 1t necessary 
to be pleased' ; tf more than just to Collms, he was no more 
than severe to Gray. He illmself, I am convmced, ts theu 
supenor as a poet, not lll sensibility, not m metncal 

dextenty or aptness of phrase, but m a moral elevation JUSt 
short of subhnuty. 
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Such wriong as Johnson's Lives of the Poets and ills essay 
on Shakespeare loses none of tts permanence from the con
slderati.on that every generanon must make tts own 
appraisal of the poetry of the past, m the hght of the per
formance of tts contemporanes and tmmedtate prede
cessors. Cnuctsm of poetry moves between two extremes, 
On the one hand the cnuc may busy rumself so much with 
the tmphcaoons of a poem, or of one poet's work
rmphcati.ons moral, social, rehgtous or other-that the 
poetry becomes hardly more than a text for a dtscourse. 
Such is the tendency of the morahsmg critics of the rune

teenth century, to wluch Landor makes a notable exceptton. 
Or tf you sock too closely to the 'poetry' and adopt no 
attitude towards what the poet has to say, you wtll tend to 
evacuate 1t of all sigmfi.cance. And furthermore there 1S a 

plulosopluc borderhne, wluch you must not transgress too 
far or too often, tf you wish to preserve your standmg as a 
crioc, and are not prepared to present yourself as a plulo
sopher, metaphysician, soctologtst, or psychologist mstead. 
Johnson, m these respects, ts a type of cntical integnty. 
Wtthm his lrmitations, he ts one of the great cnocs; and he 
is a great cnttc partly because he keeps wtthin hts hmtta· 
tions. When you know what they are, you know where 
you are. Constdermg all the temptations to which one ts 
exposed in judging contemporary wnti.ng, all the pre
judtces which one 1s tempted to mdulge in judgmg wnters 
of the immediately preceding generaoon, I vtew Johnson's 
Lives of the Poets as a masterptece of the judictal bench. 
His style lS not so formally pe.d'ect as that of some other 
prose writers of his time. It reads often hke the writing of 
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a rna11 who 1s more habituated to talkmg than to wntmg; 
he seems to clunk aloud, and m short breaths, rather than 
m the long penods of the lustonan or the orator. Hl.s 
crmosm 1s as salutary agamst the dogmatic excesses of the 
eighteenth century-more mdulgcd m France than m 
England-as It IS agamst excessive adulanon of md1V1dual 
poets w1th theu faults as well as virtues. W c shall have, m 

the runeteenth century, several vaganes to contemplate, of 
cnttcs who do not so much pracnse cntlcism as make use 
of1t for other purposes For Jolmson poetry was st1ll poetry, 
and not another dung. Had he hved a generauon later, he 
would have been obhged to look more deeply mto the 
foundations, and so would have been unable to leave us an 
example of what cnuclSln ought to be for a CIVlhsanon 
wruch, bemg settled, has no need, whue It lasts, to enqulle 
mto the functions of Its parts. 

I! E.U 1-





W O R D S W O R T H A N D  
C O L E R I D G E  

December 9th, 1932 

It Is  natural, and m so rapid and superficial a review as 
trus meVltable, to consider the CritiCISm ofWordsworth 

and of Coleridge together. But we must keep m mmd how 
very chfferent were not only the men themselves, but the 
crrcumstances and motives of the composition of therr 
prmcipal cntical statements. Wordsworth's Preface to 
Lyrical Ballads was wntten while he was still m lns youth, 
and wlule lns poetic geruus still had much to do; Colendge 
wrote the Biographia Litteraria much later m hfe, when 
poetry, except for that one bnef and touclnng lament for 
lost youth, had deserted rum, and when the disastrous 
effects oflong dissipation and stupefaction oflns powers ill 
transcendental metaphysics were brmgmg lum to a state of 
lethargy.} With the relation of Colendge's thought to 
subsequent theological and pohtical development I am 

not here concerned. The Biographia IS our prmcipal docu
ment; and ill connexion w1th that there IS one piece of ills 
formal verse which in 1ts passiOnate self-revelation riSes 
almost to the height of great poetry. I mean Dejection:  
an Ode. 

There was a ttme when, though my path was rough, 
Tlus joy within me dallied with distress, 

And all nnsfortunes were but as the stuff 
Whence Fancy made me dream ofhappilless: 

67 



W O R D S W O R T H  A N D  C O L E R I D G E 

For hope grew round me, Wee the twining vine, 
And frmts and fohage, not my own, seemed nune. 
But now affuctJ.on bows me down to earth: 
Nor care I that they rob me of my m1rth; 

But oh!  each v1s1tauon 
Suspends what nature gave me at my btrth, 

My shapmg spmt of1magmat1on. 
For not to think of what I needs must feel, 

But to be stlll and patient, all I can, 
And haply by abstruse research to steal 

From my own nature all the natural man
Tlus was my sole resource, my only plan. 

Till that wluch suits a part mfects the whole, 
And now is almost grown the hablt of my soul. 

Th1s ode was wntten by Apnl 4th, r 8o2: the Bio
graphia Litteraria were not pubhshed for fifteen years after 
that. The hnes stnke my ear as one of the saddest of 
confemons that I have ever read. When I spoke of Cole
ndge as druggmg lumself w1th metaphysics I was thmkmg 
senously of these lus own words : 'haply by abstruse re
search to steal from my own nature all the natural man'. 
Coleridge was one of those unhappy persons-Donne, I 
suspect, was such another-of whom one nught say, that 
if they had not been poets, they nnght have made something 
of therr hves, rmght even have had a career; or conversely, 
that if they had not been mterested m so many thmgs, 
crossed by such diverse pass10ns, they nught have been 
great poets It was better for Colendge, as poet, to read 
hooks of travel and explorauon than to read books of 
metaphysics and poht1cal economy. He d1d genumely want 
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to read books of mctaphystcs and polltlcal economy, for 
he had a certam talent for such subjects. But for a few years 
he had been VISited by the Muse (I know of no poet to 
whom tills hackneyed metaphor 1s better apphcable) and 
thenceforth was a haunted man; for anyone who has ever 
been v1s1ted by the Muse is thenceforth haunted. He had 
no vocanon for the rchgwus hfe, for there again somebody 
hke a Muse, or a much rughcr bemg, lS to be mvoked, he 
was condemned to know that the httle poetry he had 
wntten was worth more chan all he could do w1th the rest 
ofhls hfe. The author of Biographia Litteraria was already a 
rumed man. Somettmes, however, to be a 'rumed man' ts 

Itself a vocatiOn. 
W ordsworch, on the other hand, wrote hrs Preface, as I 

have said, wrule in the plerucude of Ins poetiC powers and 
whlle hrs reputation was still only sustamed by readers of 
discernment. And he was of an opposite poetiC type to 
Colendge. Whether d1e bulk ofrus genume poenc acrueve
ment IS so much greater chan Colendge' s as 1t appears, is 
uncertam. Whether h1s power and msptrauon remamed 
With rum to the end is, alas, not even doubtful. But Words
worth had no ghastly shadows at ills back, no Eumerudes 
to pursue lnm; or 1f he d1d, he gave no s1gn and took no 
notice; and he went dronmg on the still sad music of 
mfirnnty to the verge of the grave. llis msptratton never 
haVlllg been of that sudden, fitful and cernfymg lond that 
vtstted Colendge, he was never, apparently, troubled by 
the consc10usness of havmg lost 1t. As Andre G1de's 
Prometheus sard, m the lecture wruch he gave before a 
large audience m Pans: 11 Jaut avoir un aigle. Coleridge 
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remamed m contact wtth his eagle. · Neither m deta.U of • 
hfe and interest were the two men surular-Wordsworth 
md.dferent to books, Colend.ge the voraciOus reader. But 
they had that m common wluch was more tmportant than 
all chfferences: they were the two most ongmal poetic 
minds of the1r generation. The1r mfluence upon each other 
was cons1d.erable; though probably the mfluence ofWords
worth upon Colend.ge, d.urmg the1r bnef penod of Ulti
mate assoctatlon, was greater than that of Colendge upon 
Wordsworth Trus rec1procal mfl.uence would hardly have 
been poSSible to such a degree Without another mfluence 
wluch held the two men together, and affected both of 
them more deeply than either knew, the mfluence of a 
great woman. No woman has ever played s o  Important a 
part in the hves of two poets at once-I mean their poenc 
hves-as dtd Dorothy Wordsworth. 

The emphasis upon the chfferences of mmd, tempera
ment and character of the two men must be all the greater 
because their cntical statements must be read together. In 
some respects there 1s of course, as would be expected, a 

conscwus chfference of opmion. Wordsworth wrote his 
Preface to defend rus own manner of wntmg poetry, and 
Coleridge wrote the Biographia to defend Wordsworth's 
poetry; or m part he dtd. I must confine myself to two 

pomts. One IS Colendge's doctrme of fancy and Imagma
o.on; the other ts that on wh.tch Colendge and Wordsworth 
made common cause: their neW theory of poetiC ruction. 

Let me take up the latter pomt first. In tlus matter of 
poenc dtction, tt IS at first very hard to understand what all 
the fuss is about. Wordsworth's poems had met wtth no 
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worse reception than verse of such novelty is accustomed to 
receive I myself can remember a time when some question 
of 'poetiC diction' was m the air; when Ezra Pound Issued 
Ius statement that 'poetry ought to be as well wntten as 
prose' ; and when he and I and our colleagues were men
tioned by a wnter m The Morning Post as 'literary bol
shevtks' and by Mr. Arthur Waugh (with a point wluch 
has always escaped me) as ' drunken helots'. But I tlunk that 
we believed that we were affirmmg forgotten standards, 
rather than settmg up new 1dols._;'Wordsworth, when he 
satd that Ins purpose was 'to imit�te, and as far as poss1ble, 
to adopt, the very language of men', was only saymg m 
other words what Dryden had sa1d, and fightmg the batde 
wluch Dryden had fought; and Mr. Garrod, m callmg 
attention to tins fact, seems to me intemperate m assertmg 
that Dryden had never made real to rumself 'two v1tal 
consideratiOns: first, that such language must express 
passwn, and secondly, that it must base Itself lll JUSt obser
vation' . Dryden among the shades rmght meditate upon 
Mr. Garrod's concepnon of pass10n and observatwn. And 
on the other hand, as has also been pomted out, first by 
Colendge lumself m the Biographia, Wordsworth by no 
means worried himself to excess m observmg ills own prm
ciples. 'The language of the rmddle and lower classes of 
society'1 1s of course p erfectly proper when you are repre
senting dramatically the speech of these classes, and then no 
other language IS proper; sumlarly when you are rcpresent
mg dramatically the language of the upper classes; but on 

1What was Wordsworth's concepuon of the language of the upper 
classes of soaety? 

71 



W O R D S W O R T H  A N D  C O L E R I D G E  

other occas10ns, 1t is not the busmess of the poet to talk like 
any class of SOCiety, but hke rumself-rathcr better, We 

hope, than any actual class , though when any class of 

soctety happens to have the best word, phrase or expletive 
for anythmg, then the poet 1s enmled to 1t As for the cur

rent style of wntmg when the Lyrical Ballads appeared, 1t 

was what any style of wntmg becomes when 1t falls mto 
the hands of people who cannot even be called medto
crmes True, Gray was overrated .  but then Jolmson had 
come down on Gray wtth a deadher force than Words
worth could exert. And Donne has seemed to us, m recent 
years, as stnkmg a pecuharly conversanonal style; but dtd 

Wordsworth or Colendge acclatm Donne? No, when 1t 
came to Donne-and Cowley-you w11l find that Words

worth and Colendge were led by the nose by Samuel 
Johnson, they were JUSt as e1ghteenth century as anybody, 
except that where the etghteenth century spoke of lack 
of elegance the Lake poets found lack of passton. And 
much of the poetry of Wordsworth and Colcndge ts 

just as turgtd and aru:fictal and elegant as any etghteenth 
century dte-hard could wtsh. What then was all the fuss 
about? 

There really was somethmg to make a fuss about. I do 

not know whether Professor Garrod has grasped 1t, but if 

so he seems to tgnore 1t, Professor Harper1 , however, seems 
to have it by the nght lug. There 1s a remarkable letter of 

Wordsworth's m I 80I wruch he wrote to Charles James 
Fox m sendmg rum a copy of the Ballads. you Wlll find 
a long extract from trus letter m Professor Harper's book 

1In lus Life ofWordsworth. 
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I quote one sentence. In commendmg lus poems to the 
fasluonable pohuctan' s attentton Wordsworth says: 

'Recently by the spreadmg of manufactures through 
every part of the country, by the heavy taxes upon postage, 
by workhouses, houses of mdustry, and the mventlon of 
soup shops, etc., superadded to the mcreasmg dtspropor
twn between the pnce o flabour and that of the necessaries 
of hfe, the bonds of domestic feehng among the poor, as 
far as the mfluence of these thmgs has extended, have been 
weakened, and m mnumerable mstances entirely destroyed.' 
Wordsworth then proceeds to expound a doctrme whtch 
nowadays IS called distnbutism. And Wordsworth was not 
merely takmg advantage of an opportumty to lecture a 

rather disreputable Statesman and rouse rum to useful actiV
Ity, he was senously explallUllg the content and purpose of 
Jus poems: Without tlus preamble Mr. Fox could hardly be 
expected to make head or tatl of the Idtot Boy or the satlor' s 
parrot. You may say that dus pubhc spmt IS urelevant to 
Wordsworth's greatest poems; nevertheless I beheve that 
you wtll understand a great poem hke Resolution and Inde
pendence better tf you understand the purposes and social 
passions which arumated tts author; and unless you under
stand these you will nusread Wordsworth's hterary 
cnttcism entuely. Incidentally, those who speak of Words
worth as the ongmal Lost Leader (a reference whtch 
Brownmg, as I remember, derued) should make pause and 
consider that when a man takes pohttcs and social affatrs 
senously the difference between revolution and reaction 
may be by the breadth of a hatr, and that Wordsworth may 
poSSlbly have been no renegade but a man who thought, so 
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far as he thought at all, for himsel£ But 1t is Wordsworth's 
social mterest that msptres hts own novelty of form tn 
verse, and backs up hts exphctt remarks upon poenc ruction; 
and 1t IS really tills social mterest which ( conscwusly or not) 
the fuss was all about. It was not so much from lack of 
thought as from warmth of feelmg that Wordsworth 
ongmally wrote the words 'the language of conversation 
m truddle and lower class soctety'. It was not from any re
cantation of pohtical prmciples, but from havmg had lt 
brought to rus attention that, as a general hterary prmciple, 
tlns would never do, that he altered them. Where he wrote 
'my purpose was to mutate, and as far as possible, to adopt, 
the very language of men' he was saymg what no senous 
critic could disapprove. 

Except on tlns pomt of dtctlon, and that of 'choosmg 
mc1dents from common hfe', Wordsworth 1s a most 
orthodox cntlc. It 1s true that he uses the word 'enthustasm' 
wruch the eighteenth century did not hke, but m the matter 
of numes1s he 1s more deeply Anstotehan than some who 

have auned at followmg Anstotle more closely. He says of 
the poet: 

'To these quahoes he has added a dtsposmon to be 
affected more than other men by absent thmgs as If they 
were present; an ability of conjuring up m rumself pass10ns, 
wluch are mdeed far from bemg the same as those produced 
by real events, yet (especially m those parts of the general 
sympathy wruch are pleasmg and dehghtful) do more 
nearly resemble the pass10ns produced by real events, than 
anything wlnch, from the motions of their own nunds 
merely, other men are accustomed to feel m themselves.' 
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Here ts the new version of Imitatlon, and I think that it 
1s the best so far: 

'Anstocle, I have been told, has satd, that Poetry IS the 
most plulosopruc of all wntmg; It 1s so : Its object 1s truth, 
not mdtvidual and local, but general, a11d operanve. '  

I find that 'u IS  so' very e:xhtlaratmg. For my part, racl1er 
than be parrotted by a hundred generations, I had rather 
be neglected and have one man eventually come to my 
concluswns and say 'there IS an old author who found trus 
out before I did'. 
)when you find Wordsworth as the seer and prophet 

whose funcnon It 1s to mstruct and edify through pleasure, 
as tf tills were something he had found out for rums elf, you 
may begm to trunk that there ts sometlung m It, at least for 
some land� of poetry. Some portlons of tffis enthusiasm I 
beheve Wordsworth commumcated to Coleridge. But 
Wordsworth's revolutwnary fatth was more vital to rum 
than 1t was to Colendge. You cannot say that 1t insptred 
Ius revolutton m poetry, but It cannot be disentangled from 
the mottves of h1s poetry. (Any radtcal change m poettc 
form ts hkely to be the symptom of some very much 
deeper change in soctety and m the mdivtdual. I doubt 
whether the Impulse m Colendge would have been strong 
enough to have worked its way out, but for the example 
and encouragement ofW ordsworth. I would not be under
stood as affirmmg that revolutwnary enthusiasm ts the best 
parent for poetry, or as JUstifying revolution on the ground 
that It wtll lead to an outburst of poetry-wruch would be 
a wasteful, and hardly jusufiable way of producmg poetry. 
Nor am I mdulgmg m SOCiological Crltlcism, wruch has to 
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suppress so much of the data, and wluch 1s tgnorant of so 
much of the rest. I only affirm that all human affairs are 
mvolved With each other, that consequently all lustory m

volves abstraction, and that m attemptmg to wm a full 
understandmg of the poetry of a penod you are led to the 
consideraoon of subjects wluch at first s1ght appear to have 
httle bearmg upon poetry. These subjects have accordmgly 
a good deal to do With the cnocism of poetry; and 1t 1s such 
subjects wruch make mtelhgtble Wordsworth's mabillty to 

appreciate Pope, and the urelevance of the metaphysical 
poets to the mterest wruch he and Colendge had at heart. 

W1th the foregomg observat10ns m mmd, let me turn to 
consider the great Importance, m the Biographia Litteraria, 
of the d1stmct1on between Fancy and Imagmation already 
touched upon, and of the definiUon of Imagmation given 
m a later passage. 'Repeated medttanons led me fi.rst to 
suspect . . .  that Fancy and lmagmation were two dtstmct 
and widely dllferent faculnes, mstead of bemg, accordmg 
to the general behef, etther two names wtth one meanmg, 
or, at furthest, the lower and lugher degrees of one and the 
same power.' In Chapter XIII he draws the followmg un
portant dtstmctlons : 

'The Imagmatlon then I cons1der e1ther as pnmary, or 

secondary. The Pnmary Imagmation I hold to be the hvmg 
power and pnme agent of all human perceptwn, and as a 
repetition m the finite mmd of the eternal act of creation m 

the mfimte I AM. The Secondary lmagmation I constder as 

an echo of the former, co-exlStmg wtth the conscwus will, 
yet soli as Identical With the pnmary m the kind of its 
agency, and chffering only in degree, and m the mode of 
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its operation. It dtssolves, dtffuses, dissipates, in order to re

create, or where trus process is rendered imposstble, yet 

soll at all events 1t struggles to tdeahse and to umfy. It is 

essennally vital, even as all objects (as objects) arc essenttally 

fixed and dead. 

'FANCY, on the other hand, has no other counters to 
play with, but fix1t1cs and dcfimtes. The fancy IS mdeed no 
other chan a mode of memory emanctpated from the order 
of orne and space; whtle 1t ts blended wxth, and modmed 
by that empmcal phenomeno11 of the wtll, whtch we 

express by the word Chotec. But equally wtth the ordmary 
memory the Fancy must receive all 1ts matenals ready made 

from the law of assoctanon.' 
I have read some of Hegel and Ftchte, as· well as Hardey 

(who turns up at any moment with Colendge) , and for
gotten tt; of Schellmg I am entirely Ignorant at first hand, 
and he ts one of those numerous authors whom, the longer 
you leave them unread, the less dcstrc you have to read. 
Hence tt may be that I wholly fatl to appreciate this passage. 
My mmd Is too heavy and concrete for any flight of abstruse 

reasonmg. If, as I have already suggested, the difference be
tween tmagmation and fancy amounts in practice to no 
more than the dtfferencc between good and bad poetry, 
have we done more than take a turn round Robin Hood's 
barD/ It ts only tffancy can be an ingredient 111 good poetry, 
and tf you can show some good poetry winch is the better 
for It; tt ts only tf the distmcuon tllummates our immediate 
preference of one poet over another, that it can be of use to 
a practical mind hke mme. Fancy may be 'no other than a 
mode of memory emancipated from the order of space and 
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nme' ; but 1t seems unw1se to talk of memory m conneXIon 
with fancy and onnt lt altogether from the account of 
1magmation. As we have learnt from Dr. Lowes's Road to 

Xanadu (1f we dtd not know 1t already) memory plays a 
very great part m 1magmat1on, and of course a much larger 
part than can be proved by that book; Professor Lowes 
had only hterary rem1mscences to deal with, and they are 
the only kmd of reromlscence wruch can be fully traced 
and idennfi.ed: but how much more of memory enters 
mto creanon than only our readmg ! Mr. Lowes has, I thmk, 
demonstrated the Importance of mstmcttve and uncon
soous, as well as dehberate selecnon. Colendge's taste, at 
one penod of hfe, led rum first to read voraclOusly m a 
certam type of book, and then to select and store up certam 
kmds of imagery from those books.1 And I should say that 
the mmd of any poet would be magnetlsed m 1ts own way, 
to select automancally, m rus read.mg (from picture papers 
and cheap novels, mdeed, as well as senous books, and least 
hkely from works of an abstract nature, though even these 
are ahment for some poetic nunds) the matenal-an Image, 
a phrase, a word-which may be of use to rum later. And 
this selecnon probably runs through the whole of Ius 
sens1nve hfe. There nught be the expenence of a child of 
ten, a small boy peenng through sea-water m a rock-pool, 

1And by a nghr appreciation The cJicumstances of early explora
tion might well stimulate the 1magmat1ons of those who endeavoured 
to set down precisely what they had seen m such a way as to convey an 
accurate nnpreSSlon to Europeans who had no expenence of anythmg 
Sl!Illlar. They would often, naturally, stimulate the rmagmanon beyond 
the perceptton, but lt 1s usually the accurate 1mages. the fi.dehty of 

whlch may still be recogmsed, that are the most telling 
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and findmg a sea-anemone for the first time: the s1mple 
expenence (not so simple, for an exceptional cluld, as 1t 
looks) might he dormant m his mind for twenty years, and 
re-appear transformed m some verse-context charged wtth 
great 1magmauve pressure. There 1s so much memory m 
1magmanon that 1f you are to dtstmgmsh between lmagma
rion and fancy m Colendge's way you must define the 
chfference between memory m 1magmat10n and memory 
m fancy; and It 1s not enough to say that the one 'dtssolves, 
d.tffuses and dissipates' the memories m order to re-create, 
w!nlst the other deals wtth 'fiX1nes and defirutes'. Tins 
distmctton, m ttself, need not gtve you dtstmct rmaginanon 
and fancy, but only degrees of 1magmat1ve success. It would 
seem from Mr. Richards's note1 that he 1s almost as much 
baffied by the passage which I have quoted, or at least by 
part of It, as I am. You have to forget all about Colendge' s 
fancy to learn anythmg from lum about 1magmanon-as 
Wlth Addison-but from Colendge there 1s a good deal to 
learn. I quote another passage, m the form m wruch Mr. 
R.tchards has abbreviated 1t: 

'That synthettc and magtcal power, to which we have 
exclustvely appropriated the name of tmagmanon . . .  re
veals 1tself m the balance or reconclliauon of opposite or 
discordant quahues . . .  the sense of novelty and freshness, 
Wlth old and familiar objects; a more than usual state of 
emotion, with more than usual order; judgement ever 
awake and steady self-possession Wlth enthus1asm and 
feelmg profound or vehement.' 'The sense of mustcal de
light . . . wtth the power of reducing mulutude into 

1Principles of Literary Cnticism, p. 191 
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variety of effect, and modtfying a senes of thoughts by 
some one predommant thought or fcelmg.'  

What such descnpt10ns are worth, from the pouu of 
view of psychological cnnclSln of to-day, can best be learnt 
from Mr. Richards's book from wluch I have quoted them. 
What IS my concern here IS a less profound matter, the 
place of Wordsworth and Colendge 111 the lustoncal pro
cess of cntictsm. You wtll have observed m the passage JUst 
quoted a nchness and depth, an awatcness of comphcatton 
which takes It far out of the range of Dryden. This IS not 
simply because Colendge thought more profoundly than 
Dryden, though he dtd. Nor am I sure that Colendge 

learned so much from German plulosophers, or ear her from 
Hartley, as he thought he dtd; what ts best m lus cpticism 
seems to come from lns own dehcacy and subtlety of mstght 
as he reflected upon lus own expenence of wntmg poetry. 
Of the two poets as cnucs, It was Wordsworth who knew 
better what he was about: lns crltlcal msight, m tlns one 
Preface and the Supplement, ts enough to gtve lnm the 
lughest place. I do not asstgn lum tlus posltlon because he 
cared about the revival of agnculture and the relation of 

production and consumption, though such mterests are 
symptomanc; there IS, m lns poetry and m his Preface, a 
profound spintual reVIval, an msptratton commurucated 
rather to Pusey and Newman, to Ruskm, and to the great 
humanttanans, than to the accredited poets of the next 
age. Colendge, wtth his authonty due to his great readmg, 
probably dtd much more than Wordsworth to brmg atten

tion to the profundity of tlte plnlosophtc problems mto 
which the study of poetry may take us. And the two men 
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together need no th1rd Wlth them to 11lustrate the mmd of 
an age of conscwus change. It 1s not merely chat they were 
mterested m a vanety of speculative subjects and of prac
ncal matters of Importance for the1r time, but that their 
mterescs were mvolved m e,1ch other and the first fame 
s1gn of such comphcatlon appeared when Addtson denved 
Ius theory of Imagmatlon m the arts from the theones of 
Locke. In Wordsworth and Colendge we find not merely 
a vanety of mterests, even of passwnate mterescs; 1t 1s all 
one passwn expressed through them all · poetry was for 
them the express10n of a totahty of umfied mterests. 

I have tned to exlnblt the cnnc1sm of Dryden and of 
Johnson, m tins very bncf rev1ew, m 1ts appropnateness to 
their penods of lustory, penods when there was, for the 
purpose of hterary determmatlon, a stast's. And to exlub1t 
that of Wordsworth and Colendge as the cnt1c1sm of an 
age of change. Even 1f 1t be true that change 1s always mak
mg ready, underneath, dunng a stable penod, and that a 
penod of change contams Wtthm Itself the elements of 
hnutatlOn winch wul brmg lt to a halt, yet some stabilis
auons are more deeply founded than others. It 1s Wlth 
Matthew Arnold that we come to a penod of apparent 

' 
stabilisation winch was shallow and premature. 

N O TE T O  C H A P T E R  I V  

O N  M R .  H E R B E R T  R E A D ' S A P PRAISAL O F  THE 
P O E T RY OF W O R D S W ORTH 

There is a v1ew of Enghsh poetry, already of some 
antlquuy, winch cons1ders the mam lme of Enghsh poetry 

F 8r E.U.P. 
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from Mtlton to Wordsworth, or from perhaps even before 
Milton, as an unfortunate interlude durmg which the Eng
hsh muse was, 1f not bes1de herself, at least not m posseSSion 
of her faculties. I am sorry to find tlus view, wruch was 

largely Wordsworth's own, re-stated and confirmed by 
Mr. Herbert Read. Mr. Read 1s one of a few contempo
ranes, hke Mr. Richards, Wlth whom I almost never feel 
qUlte happy m disagreemg; but when, m rus adnurable 
small essay, Form in Modern Poetry, he wntes as follows, I 
can only exclaim, 'What are we commg to?' :  

\ 'The mam trad1t1on of Enghsh poetry . . . begms Wlth 
Chaucer and reaches ltS final culmmanon m Shakespeare. 
It 1s contradtcted by most French poetry before Baudelme, 
by the so-called class1cal phase ofEnghsh poetry culmmat
mg in Alexander Pope, and by the late Poet Laureate. It was 
re-estabhshed m England by Wordsworth and Colendge, 
developed m some degree by Browrung and Gerard Man
ley Hopkms, and m our own day by poets hke Wllfred 
Owen, Ezra Pound and T. S. Ehot.' I 

To some extent I am m agreement; that ts, I dare say that 
my valuation of the earher poets, poet for poet, would 
approxtmate closely enough to Mr. Read's; and my 
admrranon for the late Poet Laureate is as moderate as 
Ius, though I suspect a shght Wilfulness m bnnging rum 
into tills context. But I observe first that Mr. Read goes 
Wordsworth one better and excludes Mllton; and when a 

poet has done as big a job as Milton, is it helpful to suggest 
that he has just been up a blmd alley? And is Blake too 
minor a poet to count? As for French poetry, Mr. Read 
saves the situation wtth the quahfication 'most', so that I 
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suppose 13audelatre's master Racine just squeaks in. And is 

ic not arbttrary to assert that the 'classtcal phase' of Enghsh 

poetry (lf we are to employ that term at all) culminates in 

Pope? Surely Johnson belongs to tt, and, wtth a touch of 

senomentahsm and even mawla.shness, Gray and Collins; 

and where would Landor be but for the classical tradmon? 

I hasten to add Mr. Read's next remark: 'The dtstmctwn IS 

1 th b " 1  1" d "  " Thi not mere y at etween c assica an romantic . s 

diVlsion cuts across m a different dtrection.' I dunk that I 

understand thts quahficauon, and tf I understand I agree; 
nevertheless Mr. Read seems to have been usmg the term 
'classical' m two different mearungs. Mr. Read's dtvis10ns 
are too clear-cut to leave my mind at ease. He considers 
that the poetic process of a mind hke Dryden's and that of 
a mmd hke Wordsworth's are essentially diverse; and he 
says roundly ofDryden's art, ' Such art is not poetry.' Now 
I cannot see why Dryden's and Wordsworth's minds should 

have worked any more differently from each other than 
those of any other two poets. I do not believe that any two 

poets' minds work quite in the same way, so far as we can 
know enough about the matter for 'workmg' to mean any
thing at all; I do not beheve that even the same poet's mmd 
need work m the same way m two different but equally 
good poems; but there must also be something in common 
in the poetic process of all poets' mmds. Mr. Read quotes, 
m support of his contention, a passage from the Annus 
Mirabilis which I have not gtven : 

'The CompositiOn of all poems ts or ought to be of wit; 
and Wtt m the Poet, or wit writing (tf you will give me leave 
to use a School disttnctton), is no other than the faculty of 
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imagmatton in the Writer; wluch, hke a rumble Spamel, 
beats over and ranges through the field of Memory, till 
1t sprmgs the Quarry It hunted after ;  or, Without metaphor, 
which searches over all the Memory for the Species or Ideas 
of those thmgs wruch tt designs to represent. Wit written 
is that wruch 1s well defined, the happy result of Thought, 
or product of lmagmanon.' 

I should have thought tills merely a happy descnpuon, m 

the language available at Dryden's tlmc, and at a less pro

found level of mSight than that of Colendge or Words
worth at the1r best, of the same sort of process that the latter 
were attemptmg to descnbe m language nearer to our own. 

But Mr. Read says No, what Dryden 1s talkmg about Is 
somethmg different: 1t 1s wit written, not poetry. Mr. Read 
seems to me to have fallen mto the error which I mentwned 
m the text, of thmkmg that Dryden 1s only talkmg oflus 
own kmd of poetic composltlon, and that he was qmte 
mcapable of apprec1anng Chaucer and Shakespeare. Yet 
all that I myself have to go upon, m the end, 1s  the kmd of 

enJoyment that I get from Dryden's poetry. 
The difference of opm10n rrught be put m a metaphor. 

In reVIewmg Enghsh poetry, Mr. Read seems to charge 
rumself Wlth the task of castlng out devils-though less 
drastically than Mr. Pound, who leaves nothmg but a room 
well swept and not garrushed. What I see, 111 the lustory of 
English poetry, is not so much daemoruc posseSSion as the 

. sphttmg up of personahty. If we say that one of these 
parnal personalltles which may develop m a national rrund 
1s that which marufested 1tself m the period between Dry
den and Johnson, then what we have to do ts to re-mteg-
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rate 1t: otherwise we are hkely to get only successiVe alter

nations of personahcy. Surely the great poet Is, among 

ocher thmgs, one who not merely restores a tradtt10n wluch 
has been m abeyance, but one who m lns poetry re-twmes 
as many straymg strands of tradmon as possible. Nor can 
you Isolate poetry from evcrytlung else m the history of a 
people; and It 1s rather strong to suggest that the Enghsh 
Dllnd has been deranged ever smce the t1me of Shakespeare, 
and that only recently have a few fitful rays of reason 
penetrated its darkness. If the malady IS as chroruc as that, 

It 1s pretty well beyond cure. 





S H E L L E Y A N D K E A T S  
February I7th, I933 

It would appear that the revolution effected by Words
worth was very far-reaclung mdeed. He was not the first 

poet to present lumself as the msprred prophet, nor mdeed 
1s tlus qmte Wordsworth's case. Blake may have pretended, 
and With some clatm, to have penetrated mystenes of 
heaven and hell, but no cla1m that Blake might make 
seems to descend upon the 'poet' m general; Blake simply 
had the v1s1ons, and made use of poetry to set them forth. 
Scott, and Byron m IDS more popular works, were merely 
society entertamers. Wordsworth IS really the first, m the 
unsettled state of affms m IDs nme, to annex new authonty 
for the poet, to meddle wuh socral affa.J.rs, and to offer a 
new kind of rehg10us sentiment wluch It seemed the 
pecuhar prerogatrve of the poet to mterpret. Smce Matthew 
Arnold made ills Selections from Wordsworth's poetry, It 
has become a commonplace to observe that Wordsworth's 
true greatness as poet 1s independent of IDs op1ruons, of lns 
theory of dtctlon or ofhts nature-phllosophy, and that 1t 1s 
found m poems in wlnch he has no ulterior motlve what
ever. I am not sure that this cntrcal eclecttcism cannot go 
too far; that we can judge and enjoy a man's poetry whlle 
leavmg wholly out of account all of the things f0r which 
he cared deeply, and on behalf of wluch he turned Ius 
poetry to account. If we dismiss Wordsworth's mterests 
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and behefs, just how much, I wonder, remams? To reta.m 
them, or to keep them m nund mstead of deliberately e:x:
trudmg them m preparation for enjoymg Ius poetry, Is that 
not necessary to appreciate how great a poet Wordsworth 
really is? Cons1der, for m�tance, one of the very finest poets 
of the :first part of the nmeteenth century: Landor He 1s an 

undoubted master of verse and prose; he 1s the author of at 
least one long poem wluch deserves to be much more read 
than 1t 1s, but lus reputation has never been such as to bnng 
rum llltO companson With Wordsworth or With either of 
the younger poets wtth whom we have now to deal. It 1s 
not only by reason of a handful of poems or a number of 

Isolated lmes expreSSive of deeper emotiOn than that of 

which Landor was capable, that we g1ve Wordsworth lus 
place; there 1s something mtegral about such greatness, and 
somethmg stgmficant m rus place 1ll the pattern ofhrstory, 
with which we have to reckon And m est1matmg for our
selves the greatness of a poet we have to take mto account 
also the history ofhrs greatness. Wordsworth ts an essenttal 
part of history; Lando�; only a magmficent by-product. 

Shelley both had vrews about poetry and made use of 
poetry for expressmg vrews. Wrth Shelley we are struck 
from the begmrung by the number of dungs poetry 1s ex
pected to do, from a poet who tells us, m a note on vcgeta
ri:unsm, that 'the orang-outang perfectly resembles man 
both m the order and the number oflus teeth', we shall not 
know what not to expect. The notes to Queen Mab ex
press, It 1s true, only the vrews of an mtelhgent and enchust
asuc schoolboy, but a schoolboy who knows how to wnte; 
and throughout ills work, wluch 1s of no small bulk for a 
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short hfe, he does not, I thmk, let us forget that he took lus 
1deas senously. The 1deas of Shelley seem to me always to 
be 1deas of adolescence-as there IS every reason why they 
should be. And an enthusiasm for Shelley seems to me also 
co be an affair of adolescence: for most of us, Shelley has 
marked an mtcnse penod before matunty, but for how 
many does Shelley remam the companion of age? I confess 

that I never open the volume of rus poems Simply because 

I want to read poetry, but only With some specral reason for 

reference I find hts Ideas repellent; and the drfficulty of 
separatmg Shelley from rus tdeas and bchefs IS snll greater 
rhan With Wordsworth. And the bwgraphical mterest 
wh.tch Shelley has always excited makes It dtfficult to read 
the poetry Without remembermg the man: and the man !was humourless, pedantic, self-centred, and sometimes 
almost a blackguard. Except for an occastonal flash of 
shrewd sense, when he Is speakmg of someone else and not 
concerned With rus OWn affairS or With fine Wntmg, his 
letters are Insufferably dull. He makes an astomslung con-
tr�t With the attractive Keats. On the other hand, I adllllt 
that Wordsworth docs not present a very pleasmg person
ality either, yet I not only enjoy lm poetry as I cannot 
enJOY Shelley's, but J CllJOY It more than when I frrst read 
1t. I can only fumble (abatmg my preJUdices as best I can) 
for reasons why Shelley's abuse of poetry does me more 
viOlence than Wordsworth's. 

Shelley seems to have had to a high degree the unusual 
faculty of passionate apprehension of abstract Ideas. 
Whether he was not somenmes confused about lus own 
feehngs, as we may be tempted to believe when confounded 
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by the phtlosophy of Epipsychidion, is another matter. I do 
not mean that Shelley had a metaphystcal or plu.losophtca! 
mind; his nund was m some ways a very confused one: he 
was able to be at once and with the same enthustasm an 
eighteenth-century rattonahst and a cloudy Platorust. But 
abstractlons could exctte m rum strong emotton. Hts views 
remamed pretty fixed, though rus poetiC gtft matured. It IS 
open to us to guess whether ills mmd would have matured 
too; certamly, m his last, and to my mmd greatest though 
un£nished poem, The Triumph of Life, there ts evtdence not 
only of better wntmg than m any prevwus long poem, 
but of greater wtsdom: 

'Then what I thought was an old root that grew 
To strange dtstortlon out of the htllstde, 
Was mdeed one of those (sic) deluded crew 
And that the grass, wruch methought hung so Wide 
And whtte, was but ills thm discoloured hatr 
And that the holes he vamly sought to htde 
Were or had been eyes . . .  ' 

There ts a prectsion of tmage and an economy here that IS 
new to Shelley. But so far as we can judge, he never qwte 
escaped from the tutelage of Godwm, even when he s�w 
through the humbug as a man; and the wetght of Mrs. 
Shelley must have been pretty heavy too. And, takmg Ins 
work as tt is, and wtthout vain conjectures about the future, 
we may ask. ts tt pomble to tgnore the 'tdeas' m Shelley's 
poems, so as to be able to enjoy the poetry? 

Mr. I. A. Rtchards deserves the credtt ofhavmg done the 
p10neer work m the problem ofBehef m the enjoyment of 
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poetry; and any methodical purswt of the problem I must 

leave to 1nm and to those who are quah:ficd after him. But 

Shelley raises the questton m another form than that in 

wluch 1t presented ttself to me m a note on the subject 
winch I appended to an essay on Dante. There, I was con
cerned With two hypothetical readers, one of whom accepts 
the phllosophy of the poet, and the other of whom rejects 

1t; and so long as the poets m questwn were such as Dante 
and Lucrettus, t1us seemed to cover the matter. I am not a 
Buddhist, but some of the early Buddlust scriptures affect 
me as parts of the Old Testament do; I can still enjoy 
Fitzgerald's Omar, though I do not hold that rather smart 
and shallow VIeW of life. But some of Shelley's views I 
postttvely dtshke, and that hampers my enjoyment of the 
poems in which they occur; and others seem to me so 

puenle that I cannot enjoy the poems m wluch they occur. 
And I do not find It posstble to skip these passages and 
sattsfy myself wtth the poetry m which no proposition 
pushes ltSelf forward to clatm assent. What complicates the 
problem still further Is that m poetry so .fluent as Shelley's 
there IS a good deal which ts just bad jingling. The follow
mg. for mstance :  

'On a battle-trumpet's blast 
I fled hither, fast, fast, fast, 
Ml.d the darkness upward cast. 
From the dust of creeds outworn, 
From the tyrant's banner tom, 
Gathenng round me, onward borne, 
There was mmgled many a cry
Freedom ! Hope ! Death! Victory!' 
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Walter Scott seldom fell as low as tlus, though Byron more 
often But m such hnes, harsh and untunable, one ts all the 
more affronted by the ideas, the tdeas wluch Shelley bolted 
whole and never asstmuatcd, VlSlble m the catchwords of 
creeds outworn, tyrants and pnests, wluch Shelley em

ployed wtth such reueratton. And the bad parts of a poem 
can contarrunate the whole, so that when Shelley nses to 
the hetghts, at the end of the poem: 

'To suffer woes wruch Hope dunks mfimte; 
To forgtve wrongs darker than death or mght; 
To defy Power, wruch seems Ollllllpotent; 
To love, and bear, to hope t1ll Hope creates 
From 1ts own wreck the dung 1t contemplates . ' 

lmes to the content of wruch behef lS neither gtven nor 

demed, we are unable to enjoy them fully. One does not 

expect a poem to be equally sustamed throughout; and m 

some of the most successful long poems there 1s a relation 
of the more tense to the more relaxed passages, which ts 

ttself part of the pattern of beauty. But good hncs amongst 
bad can never giVe more than a regretful pleasure. In read
mg Epipsychidion I am thoroughly gravelled by hnes hke: 

'True love m tills dtffers from dross or clay, 
That to dtvtde 1s not to take away . . .  
I never was attached to that great sect 
Whose doctrme ts, that each one should select 
Out of the crowd, a nus tress or a fnend 
And all the rest, though fatr and w1se, collllllend 
To cold oblivton . . .  ' 
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50 that when I come, a few hnes later, upon a lovely image 
bke. 

'A vtswn hke mcarnate Apnl, warmng 
With smtles and tears, Frmt the anatomy 
Into hts summer grave, '  

I am as much shocked at  finding It  in such mdtfferent com
pany as pleased by findmg It at all. And we must adrmt that 
Shelley's finest long poems, as well as �orne of hts worst, 

are those m winch he took Ins tdeas very scnously.1 It was 
these tdeas that blew the 'fadmg coal' to hfc;  no more than.j 
WJth Wordsworth, tan we tgnore them Without getting 
somethmg no more Shelley's poetry than a wax effigy 
would be Shelley. 

Shelley said that he dtshked dtdacttc poetry, but hts own 

poetry IS clnefly dtdacttc, though (m fatrness) not exactly m 

the sense m wluch he was usmg that word. Shelley's pro
fessed vtew of poetry IS not dtsstmtlar to that of Words
worth. The language m winch he clothes 1t 111 the 'Defence 

ofPoetry' IS very magruloqucnt, and With the exception of 
the magruficent image wluch Joyce quotes somewhere m 

Ulysses ('the mind m creatton 1s as a fadmg coal, whtch 
some mvlSlble mfluencc, hke an mconstant wmd, awakens 

to transitory brightness') it seems to me an uuenor piece of 
wrttmg to Wordsworth's great preface. He says other fine 
thmgs too; but the followmg 1s more sigmfi.cant of the way 
in wluch he relates poetry to the soctal activity of the age. 

1He dtd not, for mstance, appear to take his tdeas very seriously in 
The Witch of Atlas, whtch, wtth all m charm, I thmk we mav dtsrruss 
as a tnfl.e 
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'The most unfailing herald, companion and follower of 
the awakenmg of a great people to work a beneficial change 
in opmion or mstltunon, is poetry. At such perwds there is 
an accumulatton of the power of commurucatmg and re
celvmg mtense and 1mpass10ned concept10ns respectmg 

man and nature. The persons m whom tlus power restdes 
may often, so far as regards many portlons of theu nature, 
have little apparent correspondence with that spmt of good 
of wluch they are the mm1sters. But even whllst they deny 
and abjure, they are yet compelled to serve, the power 
whtch is seated on the throne of their own soul.' 

I know not whether Shelley had m nund, 111 hts reserva· 
nons about 'the persons m whom tllis power resides', the 
defects of Byron or those of Wordsworth; he 1s hardly 
hkely to have been contemplating his own. But tlus 1s a 

statement, and is etther true or false. If he 1s suggest::J.ng that 
great poetry always tends to accompany a popular 'change 
m opm10n or mstltutlon', that we know to be false. Whether 
at such penods the power of'commurucatmg and receiving 
intense and Impassioned conceptiOns respectmg man and 
nature' accumulates 1s doubtful; one would expect people 
to be too busy m other ways. Shelley does not appear, m 
clus passage, to Imply that poetry ltSelf helps to operate 
these changes, and accumulate this power, nor does he 
assert that poetry 1s a usual by-product of change of these 
kmds; but he does affirm some relauon between the two; 

and m consequence, a particular relation between his own 
poetry and the events of ills own tlme, from wluch tt 
would follow that the two throw hght upon each other. 
Trus is perhaps the :first appearance of the kmetic or revolu-
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cionary theory of poetry; for Wordsworth chd not general

�e to this point. 
We may now return to the questwn how far tt ts pos

sible to enjoy Shelley's poetry without approving the use 

to wluch he put tt, that is, without shanng Ius vtews and 
sympathies. Dante, of course, was about as thoroughgoing 
a dldacoCJst as one could find; and I have maintamed else
where, and stlll maintain, that it is not essential to share 
Dante's behefs in order to enjoy lus poetry.1 If rn tlus m
stance I may appear to be exrcnchng the tolerance of a 
btassed mind, the example ofLucrenus Will do as well: one 
may share the essential behefs of Dante and yet enjoy 
Lucreous to the full. Why then should trus general in
demruty not extend to Wordsworth and to Shelley? Here 
Mr. R.t.chards comes very patly to our help :2 

'Colendge, when he remarked that a "willmg suspenston 
of disbehef" accompamcd much poetry, was notmg an 
tmportant fact, but not qmte in the happiest terms, for we 
are neither aware of a dtsbehef nor voluntanly suspendmg 
tt in these cases. It ts better to say that the quesuon ofbehef 
or disbelief, in the mtellectual sense, never arises when we 
are readmg well. If unfortunately tt does anse, either 
through the poet's fault or our own, we have for the 
moment ceased to be reading and have become astronomers, 

1Mr. A. E. Housman has affirmed (The Name and Nature of Poetry, 
p. 34) that 'good rehgtous poetry, whether m Keble or Dante or Job, IS 
hkely to be most justly appreciated and most d1scnmmaongly rehshed 
by the undevout'. There IS a hard atom of truth m thiS, but If taken 
hterally lt would end m nonsense. 

1Practical Criticism, p. 277. 
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or theologtans, or morahsts, persons engaged m qutte a 

different type of actiVIty. '  
We may be permitted to mfcr, m so far as  the distaste of 

a person hke myself for Shelley's poetry IS not attnbutable 
to Irrelevant prejudtces or to a sunple bhnd spot, but Is due 
to a pecuhanty m the poetry and not m the reader, that It 15 

not the presentatton of behefs wluch I do not hold, or-to 
put the case as extremely as possible-of bchefs that excite 

my abhorrence, that makes the dtfficulty. Sull less IS tt that 
Shelley ts dehberately makmg usc of lm poettc gtfts to 

propagate a doctrme, for Dante and Lucretms dtd the same 
thmg. I suggest that the pos1t10n IS somewhat as follows. 
When the doctrme, theory, behef, or 'view of hfe' pre
sented ill a poem lS one wruch the mmd of the reader can 

accept as coherent, mature, and founded on the facts of 

expenence, 1t mterposes no obstacle to the reader's enjoy
ment, whether 1t be one that he accept or deny, approve or 
deprecate When lt IS one wruch the reader rejects as 
childish or feeble, tt may, for a reader of well-developed 
mmd, set up an almost complete check. I observe m passmg 
that we may dtstmgmsh, but Without preclSlon, between 
poets who employ thetr verbal, rhythmtc and tmagmattvc 
gtft m the servtce of tdeas willch they hold passionately, 
and poets who employ the tdeas wluch they hold wtth more 

or less settled convtcoon as matenal for a poem; poets may 
vary mdefimtely between these two hypothetical extremes, 
and at what pomt we place any particular poet must remam 
mcapable of exact calculaoon. And I am mchned to thmk 
that the reason why I was mtoxtcated by Shelley's poetry 
a.t the age of fifteen, and now find 1t almost unreadable, 
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is not so much that at that age I accepted his ideas, and 
have since come to reject them, as that at that age 'the ques
tion ofbehef or dtsbelief', as Mr. Richards puts 1t, did not 
anse. It ts not so much that thirty years ago I was able to 
read Shelley under an llluswn whtch experience has dis-
51pated, as that because the quesuon of behef or dtsbelief 
did not anse I was in a much better posinon to enjoy the 
poetry. I can only regret that Shelley did not live to put hts 
poetic gifts, whtch were certainly of the first order, at the 
semce of more tenable beliefs-whtch need not have been, 
for my purposes, behefs more acceptable to me. 

There IS, however, more to the problem than that. I was 

struck by 'a sentence m Mr. Aldous Huxley's IntroductiOn 
to D. H. Lawrence's Letters. 'How bitterly', he says of 
Lawrence, 'he loathed the Wilhelm-Meisterish v1ew oflove 
as an educanon, as a means to culture, a Sandow-exerctser 
for the soul ! '  Prectsely; Lawrence in my opinion was nght; 
but that view runs through the work of Goethe, and 1f you 
d!shke lt, what are you gomg to do about Goethe? Does 
'culture' reqmre that we make (what Lawrence never did, 
and I respect him for It) a deliberate effort to put out of 
nund all our conv1ctions and passionate beliefs about life 
when we su down to read poetry? If so, so much the worse 
for culture. Nor, on the other hand, may we dtstingmsh, as 
people sometimes do, between the occasions on which a 

particular poet is 'being a poet' and the occasiOns on which 
he 1s 'bemg a preacher'. That is too facile. If you attempt to 
edit Shelley, or Wordsworth or Goethe in thts way, there 
is no one point at wluch you must stop rather than another, 
and what you get in the end by this process lS something 
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which is not Shelley, or Wordsworth or Goethe at all, 
but a mere unrelated heap of charming stanzas, the debns 
of poetry rather than the poetry ltself. And by using, or 

abusmg, tlus pnnciple of Isolanon you are in danger of 
seekmg from poetry some Illusory pure enjoyment, of 
separatmg poetry from everytlung else m the world, and 
cheatmg yourself out of a great deal that poetry has to give 
to your development. 

Some years ago I tned to make the p omt, in a paper on 
Shakespeare, that Dante possessed a 'philosophy' m a sense 
m wruch Shakespeare held none, or none of any1mportance. 
I have reason to beheve that I did not succeed m makmg the 
point clear at all. Surely, people say, Shakespeare held a 

'philosophy', even though It cannot be formulated; surely 
our readmg of Shakespeare gives us a deeper and wider 
understandmg ofhfe and death. And although I was al1Xl.ous 
not to give such an rmpression, I seem to have g1ven some 
readers to think that I was thereby estlmatmg the poetry of 
Shakespeare as of less value than Dante's. People tend to 
beheve that there 1s JUst some one essence of poetry, for 
wruch we can find the formula, and that poets can be 
ranged according to the1r posseSSion of a greater or less 
quanoty of this essence. Dante and Lucretms expounded 
exphc1t philosophies, as Shakespeare did not. This simple 
diStmctton is very clear, but not necessanly lnghly Im
portant. What 1s Important is what d1stmgu1shes all of 
these poets from such poets as Wordsworth, Shelley and 
Goethe. And here agam I thmk that Mr. Richards can 

throw some hght on the matter. 
I beheve that for a poet to be also a philosopher he would 
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have to be virtually two men; I cannot think of any 
example of this thorough scluzophrcnia, nor can I sec any
thmg to be gamed by It : the work IS better performed in

side two skulls than one. Colendge IS the apparent example, 
but I beheve that he was only able to exercise the one 

activity at the expense of the other. A poet may borrow a 
plnlosophy or he may do Without one. It is when he 
plulosopruses upon Ius own poetic mstght that he IS apt to go 
wrong. A great deal of the weakness of modern poetry IS 
accounted for 111 a few pages of Mr. Richards's short essay, 
Science and Poetry; and although he has there D. H. Law
rence under specific cxammatton, a good deal of what he 
says apphes to the Romantic generation as well. 'To dis ... 
tmgmsh', he says, 'an mtmtion of an emotion from an in
tultlon by It, is not always easy.' I behevc that Wordsworth 
was mclmed to the same error of wluch Mr. Richards 
finds Lawrence gmlty. The case of Shelley Is rather dif
ferent: he borrowed ideas-which, as I have said, IS per

fectly legtnmate-but he borrowed shabby ones, and when 
he had got them he muddled them up w1ch his own mtm
tions. Of Goethe perhaps it is truer to say that he dabbled 
m both plulosophy and poetry and made no great success 
of either; Ius true role was that of the man of the world and 
sage-a La Rochefoucauld, a La Bruyere, a Vauvenargucs. 

On the other hand, I should cmmdcr it a false simphfica
tlon to present any of these poets, or Lawrence of whom 
Mr. Richards was spcakmg, simply a-; a case of individual 
error, and leave It at that. It is not a wilful paradox to assert 

that the greatness of each of these writers IS mdissolubly 
attached to Ius practice of the error, of his own specrlic 
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vanation of the error. Their place m history, their import
ance for their own and subsequent generations, IS involved 
m it; crus IS not a purely personal matter. They would not 
have been as great as they were but for the hnurat10ns 
wruch prevented them from bemg greater than they were 
They belong wtth the numbers of the great heretics of all 
nmes. This gives them a sigrufi.cance qmte other than that 
ofKeats, a singular figure m a vaned and remarkable period. 

Keats seems to me also a great poet. I am not happy 
about Hyperion: It contams great lmes, but I do not know 
whether tt IS a great poem. The Odes-especially perhaps 
the Ode to Psyche-are enough for lus reputatlon. But I 
am not so much concerned With the degree oflus greatness 
as With Its land; and Its kmd IS marufested more clearly m h.ts 
Letters than m lus poems; and m contrast With the lands 
we have been reviewmg, It seems to me to be much more 
the kmd of Shakespeare.l The Letters are certamly the most 
notable and the most Important ever wntten by any 
English poet. Keats's egotism, such as it IS, is that of youth 
which nme would have redeemed. His letters are what 
letters ought to be; the fine thmgs come m unexpectedly, 
neither mtroduced nor shown out, but between tnfie and 
tnfle. His observattons suggested by Wordsworth's Gypsey, 
m a letter to Bailey of r8r7, are of the fmest qualtty of 
cnnctsm, and the deepest penetranon: 

'It seems to me that tf Wordsworth had thought a httle 

1I have not read Mr Murry's Keats and Shakespeare· perhaps I say no 
more than Mr Murry has s:ud better and more exhaustively m that 

book. I am sure that he has medttated the matter much more deeply 
than I have. 
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deeper at that moment, he would not have wntten the 

poem at all. I should judge It to have been written in one 
of the most comfortable moods of lns hfe-1t 1s a kmd of 

sketchy mtellectual landscape, not a search for truth.' 
And in a letter to the same correspondent a few day) 

later he says : 
'In passmg, however, I must say one tlnng that has 

pressed upon me lately, and mcreased my Humility and 
capability of subrmss10n-and that 1s tlns truth-Men of 
Geruus are great as certam ethereal chermcals operatmg on 
the Mass of neutral mtellect-but they have not any mru
Vlduahty, any determined character-! would call the top 
and head of those who have a proper self Men ofPower.'1 

This xs the sort of remark, wlnch, when made by a man so 
young as was Keats, can only be called the result of genius. 
There 1s hardly one statement of Keats about poetry, 
wluch, when considered carefully and w1th due allowance 
for the dxfficulties of commllllication, will not be found to 
be true; and what 1s more, true for greater and more mature 
poetry than anythmg that Keats ever wrote. 

But I am being tempted into a descant upon the general 
brilliance and profundity of the observations scattered 
through Keats's letters, and should probably be tempted 
further into remarking upon their ment as models of cor
respondence (not that one should ever take a model m 
letter-wnting) and theu revelation of a charmmg per
sonahty. My design, in this very narrow frame, has been 

1Mr. Herbert Read quotes tlus passage in his Form m Modern Pottry, 
but pursues Ius speculations to a pomt to wluch I would not wuhngly 
follow lum. 
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only to refer to them as evidence of a very d.Uferent land of 
poenc mind than any of those I have just been considermg. 
Keats's saymgs about poetry, thrown out in the course of 
pnvate correspondence, keep pretty close to mtuuion; and 
they have no apparent bearmg upon his own times, as he 
himself does not appear to have taken any absorbing mterest 
m pubhc affam-though when he d1d turn to such matters, 
he brought to bear a shrewd and penetrating intellect. 
Wordsworth had a very delicate sensibility to social hfe 
and social changes. Wordsworth and Shelley both theonse. 
Keats has no theory, and to have formed one was Irrelevant 
to his mterests, and alien to his mind. If we take either 
Wordsworth or Shelley as representative of ills age, as 
bemg a vmce of the age, we cannot so take Keats. But we 
cannot accuse Keats of any withdrawal, or refusal; he was 
merely about ills busmess. He had no theones, yet m the 
sense appropnate to the poet, m the same sense, though to 
a lesser degree than Shakespeare, he had a 'philosophic' 
mmd. He was occupted only with the highest use of poetry; 
but that does not imply that poets of other types may not 
nghtly and sometimes by obhgat10n be concerned about 
the other uses. 

10.2. 



MATTHEW AR.NOLD 

March 3rd, 1933 

'

T
he rise of the democracy to power in America and 
Europe is not, as has been hoped, to be a safeguard of 

peace and civilisation. It is the rise of the uncivilised, whom 
no school education can suffice to provide with intelligence 
and reason. It looks as if the world were entering upon a 
new stage of experience, unlike anything heretofore, in 
which there must be a new discipline of suffering to fit men 
for the new conditions.' 

I �ve quoted the foregoing words, partly because they 
are by Norton1 and partly because tl1ey are not by Arnold. 
The first two sentences might well be Arnold's. But the 
third-'a new stage of experience, unlike anything hereto
fore, in which there must be a new discipline of suffering': 
these words are not only not Arnold's, but we know at once 
thattheycouldnothave been written by him. Arnoldhardly 
looks ahead to the new stage of experience; and though he 
speaks to us of discipline, it is the discipline of culture, not 
the discipline of suffering. Arnold represents a period of 
stasis; of relative and precarious stability, it is true, a brief 
halt in the endless march of humanity in some, or in any 
direction. Arnold is neither a reactionary l.lOI a revolution
ary; he marks a period of time, as do Dryden and Johnson 
before him. 

lLettcr to Leslie Stephen, January 8th, 1896, 
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Even if the dehght we get from Arnold's writings, prose 
and verse, be moderate, yet he is in some respects the most 
sattsfactory man of letters of his age. You remember the 
famous judgement which he pronounced upon the poets of 
the epoch wluch I have just been constdenng; a judgement 
which, at its ttme, must have appeared starthngly mde
pendent. 'The Enghsh poetry of the first quarter of tlus 
century,' he says m lus essay on The Function of Criticism, 
'wtth plenty of energy, plenty of creattve force, dtd not 
know enough.' We should be nght too, I think, if we added 
that Carlyle, Ruskm, Tennyson, Browrung, Wtth plenty of 
energy, plenty of creative force, had not enough wtsdom. 
Therr culture was not always well-rounded; thetr know
ledge of the human soul was often partial and often shallow. 
Arnold was not a man of vast or exact scholarslup, and he 
had netther walked m hell nor been rapt to heaven, but 
what he md know, of books and men, was in its way well
balanced and well-marshalled. After the prophetic frenstes 
of the end of the etghteenth and the begiruung of the rune
teenth century, he seems to come to us saymg : 'Tlus poetry 
ts very fine, 1t ts opulent and careless, 1t ts sometimes pro
found, 1t ts highly ortgmal; but you will never estabhsh and 
mamtam a tradttlon tf you go on in tlus haphazard way. 
There are mmor VIrtues wluch have flounshed better at 
other times and m other countries: these you must gtve 
heed to, these you must apply, in your poetry, m your 
prose, m your conversation and your way of hvmg; else 
you condemn yourselves to enjoy �nly fitful and transient 
bursts ofhterary hrtlh�ce, and you will never, as a people, 
a naoon, a race, have a fully formed tradltlon and person-
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ality.' However well-nourished we may be on previous 
hceracure and previous culture, we cannot afford to neglect 
Arnold. 

I have elsewhere tried to point out some of Arnold's 
weaknesses when he ventured into departments of thought 
for wluch his nund was unsmted and ill-eqwpped. In 
phllosophy and theology he was an undergraduate; in 
rehg10n a Plulistme. It 1s a pleasanter task to define a man's 
hnutations withm the field m wluch he is qualified; for 
there, the definition ofhnutatlon may be at the same time a 
preclSlon of the writer's excellences. Arnold's poetry has 
little techrucal interest. It is acadenuc poetry in the best 
sense; the best frUlt which can lSSue from the promise shown 
by the pnze-poem. When he lS not Slmply bemg rumself, 
he 1s most at ease in a master's gown: Empedocles on Etna is 
one of the finest acadenuc poems ever wntten. He tned 
other robes which became him less well; I cannot but thmk 
of Tristram and Iseult and The Forsaken Merman as charades. 
Sohrab and Rustum is a fine piece, but less fine than Gebir, 
and in the classtcal hne Landor, w1th a finer ear, can beat 
Arnold every nme. But Arnold 1s a poet to whom one 
readily returns. It 1s a pleasure, certamly, after assoctatmg 
Wlth the riff-raff of the early part of the century, to be in 
the company of a man qui sait se conduire; but Arnold Is 

somethmg more than an agreeable Professor of Poetry. 
With all rus fast1d10usness and superciliousness and offici
ality, Arnold is more mtimate Wlth us than Brownmg, 
more intimate than Tennyson ever 1s except at moments, 
as in the passtonate flights m In Memoriam. He is the poet 
and crmc of a penod of false stabthcy. All ills wntmg m the 
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kind of Literature and Dogma seems to me a valiant atte:tnpt 
to dodge the issue, to mediate between Newman and 
Huxley; but lrus poetry, the best of 1t, is too honest to 
employ any but rus genume feelmgs of unrest, lonehness 
and d1ssattsfacti.on. Some of lns hnutatiOns are marufest 

enough. In his essay on The Study of Poetry he has several 
paragraphs on Burns. and for an Enghshman and an 

Enghshman of lus ttme, Arnold understands Bums. very 
well. Perhaps I have a partlahty for small oppressive 
nauonahnes bke the Scots that makes Arnold's patronismg 
manner 1mtate me; and certamly I suspect Arnold ofhelp
ing to fix the wholly nus taken not1on of Burns as a smgular 
untutored Enghsh dlal.ect po_e.t, m.stead of as a decadelltre
presentanve of a great ahen tradrtton. But he says (takmg 
occasion to rebuke the country m wruch Burns hved) that 
'no one can deny that 1t 1s of advantage to a poet to deal 
With a beaunful world' ; and trus remark strikes me as be
traymg a hmitatton, It 1s an advantage to mankmd m 
general to hve m a beauuful world; that no one can doubt. 
But for the poet 1s 1t so 1mportant? We mean all sorts of 
thmgs, I know, by Beauty. But the essential advantage 
for a poet lS not, to have a beautlful world Wlth wruch 
to deal: 1t 1s to be able to see beneath both beauty and 
ugliness� "to see the boredom, and d1e horror, and the 
�lory. 

The v1s1on of the horror and the glory was derued to 
Arnold, but he knew somethmg of the boredom. He speaks 
much of the 'consolatory' power ofWordsworth's poetry, 
and it lS m connexion w1th Wordsworth that he makes 
many ofrus Wlsest o bservattons about poetry. 
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'But when will Europe's latter hour 
Agam find Wordsworth's healmg power? 
Others w11l teach us how to dare, 
And agamst fear our breast to steel: 
Others wtll strengthen us to bear
But who, ah who, wtll make us feel? 
The cloud of mortal destiny, 
Others will front it fearlessly-
But who, hke lum, wtll put 1t by?'1 

Hts tone is always of regret, of loss of farth, wstability, 
nostalgta: 

'And love, tflove, ofhappter men. 
Ofhappter men, for they, at least, 
Have dreamed two human hearts nught blend 
In one, and were through fatth released 
From 1solat1on without end 
Prolonged, nor knew, although no less 
Alone thatl thou, theu lonehness.' 

Trus 1s a familiar enough sentiment; and perhaps a more 
robust comment on the situatiOn IS, that tf you don't hke lt, 
you can get on with it; and the verse Itself IS not .h.tghly 
chstingwshed. Marguerite, at best, ts a shadowy figure, 
netther very passtonately desired nor very closely observed, 
a mere pretext for lamentation. His personal emotton ts 

mdeed most convincing when he deals wtth an tmpersonal 

11 do nor quote these lmes as good verse They are very carelessly 
wrmen The fourth hne is particularly clumsy, the siXth has a bathetic 
repennon. To 'put by' the cloud of human desnny Is not a fehocous 
expression. The dashes at the end of cwo lmes are a symptom of weak

ness, hke Arnold's 1rntacing use of uahrued words. 
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subject. And when we know his poetry, we are not sur
pnsed that in his cntrcism he tells us htde or notlung about 

lus expenence of wntmg it, and that he IS so httle concerned 
with poetry from the maker's pomt of view. One feels that 
the wntmg of poetry brought rum httle of that excltement, 
that joyful loss of self m the workmansrup of art, that m

tense and transitory rehef wruch comes at the moment of 
completion and IS the chief reward of creative work. As 
we can forger, m readmg ills cnttcism, that he IS a poet 
lumself, so it IS all the more necessary to remmd ourselves 
that ills creative and ills cnttcal wrmngs are essentially the 
work of the same man. The same weakness, the same 
necessity for somethlng to depend upon,. whi�h. make lum 
an acadennc poet make rum an acadermc cntlc. 

From time to nme, every hundred years or so, It IS 
desirable that some cnnc shall appear to review the past of 
our hterature, and set the poets and the poems m a new 
order. Tills task IS not one of revolunon but of readjust
ment. What we observe IS partly the same scene, but m a 
different and more distant perspecnve; there are new and 
strange objects m the foreground, to be drawn accurately m 

proportion to the more fanuhar ones which now approach 
the honzon, where all but the most eminent become m
vmble to the naked eye. The exhaustive critic, armed with 
a powerful glass, will be able to sweep the dtstance and gam 
an acquamtance With mmute objects in the landscape With 
which to compare mmute objects close at hand; he will be 
able to gauge rucely the posmon and proportion of r,4e 
objects surrounding us, in the whole of the vast panorama. 
Tlus metaphoncal fancy only represents the Ideal; but 
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Dryden, Johnson and Arnold have each performed the 

cask as well as human fra1lty Will allow. The maJonry of 
cntics can be expected only to parrot the opiruons of the 
last master of cnt1c1sm; among more mdependent mmds a 

penod of destrucnon, of preposterous over-esnmatton, and 

of successive fashions takes place, unttl a new authority 
comes to mtroduce some order. And lt IS not merely the 
passage of ttme and accumulation of new artistlc expenence, 
nor the Ineradicable tendency of the great majonty of men 
to repeat the opmions of those few who have taken the 
trouble to thmk, nor the tendency of a rumble but myopic 
mtnonty to progenerate heterodoXIes, that makes new 
assessments necessary. It 1s that no generation is Interested in 
Art m quite the same way as any other; each generation, hke 
each mdivtdual, brmgs to the contemplation of art Its own 
categones of appreciation, makes Its own demands upon 
art, and has its own uses for art. 'Pure' artistic appreciation 
IS to my thmkmg only an Ideal, when not merely a :figment, 
and must be, so long as the appreciation of art IS an affau of 
hnuted and transient human bemgs eXIsttng m space and 
time. Both arnst and audience are hrmted. There 1s for each 
time, for each artist, a kind of alloy required to make the 
metal workable mto art; and each generation prefers 1ts 
own alloy to any other. Hence each new master of cnti
ctsm performs a useful service merely by the fact that his 
errors are of a cWferent land from the last; and the longer 
the sequence of cntics we have, the greater amount of cor-
rection is poSSible. , 

It was desrrable after the surpnsmg, vaned and abundant 
contnbution of the Romantic Penod that this task of 
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criticism should be undertaken again. Nothing that was 
done m tlus period was of the nature of what Arnold was 
able to do, because that was not the tlme in wluch 1t could 
be done. Coleridge, Lamb, Hazhtt, De Qumcey, dtd work 
of great rmportance upon Shakespeare and the Ehzabethan 
dramatists, and discovered new treasure wluch they left for 
others to calculate. The mstruments of Arnold's tlme 
appear now, of course, very antiquated: Ins was the epoch 
ofWard's English Poets, and of The Golden Treasury, brrth
day albums and calendars wtth a poeucal quotanon for 
each day.jAmold was not Dryden or Johnson; he was an 

Inspector of Schools and he became Professor of Poetry. 
He was an educator. The valuation of the Romantic poets, 
m acade1111c ctrcles, is soli very largely that wluch Arnold 
made. It was nght, 1t was JUSt, 1t was necessary for 1ts tlme; 
and of course 1t had tts defects./It ts tmged by Ius own un
certamty, Ius own apprehenswns, Ius own vtew of what it 
was best that h1s own o.me should beheve; and lt ts very 
much in.fl.uenced by ms religious attitude}Hts taste is not 
comprehensive. He seems to have chosen, when he could
for much of IDS Work lS OCCasional-those subjeCtS in COn

neXIon wrth wluch he could best express Ius views about 
morals and socrety: Wordsworth-perhaps not qwte as 
Wordsworth would have recognised himself-Heme, 
Amtel, Guenn. He was capable of learning from France and 
from Germany. But the use to wluch he put poetry was 
h1111ted; he wrote about poets when they proVIded a pretext 
for his sermon to the Bnttsh pubhc; and he was apt to tlunk 
of the greatness of poetry rather than of rts genumeness. 

There IS no poetry wluch Arnold expenenced more 

no 
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deeply than that of Wordsworth; the hnes which I quoted 

above are not so much a crincism of Wordsworth as a 

testtmorual of what Wordsworth had done for him. We 
may expect to find in the essay on Wordsworth, if any
where, a statement of what poetry meant to Arnold. It IS 
in his essay on Wordsworth that occurs his famous de
firution: 'Poetry is at bottom a cnticism ofhfe.' At bottom: 
that 1s a great way down� the bottom 1s the bottom. At the 
bottom of the abyss is what few ever see, and what those 
cannot bear to look at for long; and it IS not a 'crincism of 
hfe'. If we mean hfe as a whole-not that Arnold ever saw 
life as a whole-from top to bottom, can anything that we 
can say of it ultimately, of that awful mystery, be called 
cnttcism? We bnng back very little from our rare descents, 
and that IS not crmclSln. Arnold might JUSt as well have 
said that Chnstian worship ts at bottom a crinctsm of the 
Triruty. We see better what Arnold's words amount to 
when we recogmse that his own poetry 1s decidedly crincal 
poetry. A poem hke Heine's Grave ts cntlctsm, and very fine 
critictsm too; and a kind of critlctsm wluch ts JUsnfied be
cause lt could not be made m prose. Sometimes Arnold's 
crinctsm 1s on a lower level: 

'One morn, as through Hyde Park we walked, 
My friend and I, by chance we talked, 
OfLessing' s famed Laocoon. '1 

11t may be md of Arnold's mfenor work, as was sa.1d of that of an 
mfertor poet, that he faggoted Ius verses as they fell, And 1f they 
rhymed and rattled, all was well. Of course we do not judge Arnold as 
a poet by such effustons as thts, but we cannot be blan1ed for formmg a 
lower opinion of Ius capaclty for self-criocism. He need not have 
printed them. 
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The poem about Heme Is good poetry for the same 

reason that It Is good cnticism :  because Heme IS one of the 
personae, the masks, behmd which Arnold Is able to go 
through rus performance. The reason why some CrltlclSm 
IS good (I do not care to generahse here about all cnnctsm) 
IS that the cntic assumes, m a way, the personahty of the 
author whom he cntlcises, and through tlus personality lS 

able to speak Wlth rus own voice. Arnold's wordsworth is 
as much hke Arnold as he Is hke Wordsworth. Sometimes a 
cntlc may choose an author to cnncise, a role to assume, as 
far as posstble the antithesis to lumself, a personahty wh1ch 
has actuahsed all that has been suppressed m himself; we can 
sometimes arnve at a very satisfactory mtimacy with our 
anti-masks. 

'The greatness of a poet', Arnold goes on to say, 'hes m 

rus powerful and beautiful application of Ideas to hfe.' Not 
a happy way of puttlllg It, as If 1deas were a lotion for the 
mfl.amed skm of suffermg humamty. But It seems to be 
what Arnold thought he was domg. He presently quahfies 
tills assertion by pointlllg out that 'morals' must not be 

mterpreted too narrowly: 
'Morals are often treated m a narrow and false fashion; 

they are bound up wtth systems of thought and behef 
which have had therr day; they are fallen mto the hands of 
pedants and professwnal dealers; they grow nresome to 
some of us.' 

Alas! for morals as Arnold conceived them; they are 
grown scll more ttreso�e. He then remarks sigmficancly m 

speakmg of the 'Wordsworcluans' : 
'The Wordsworcluans are apt to pratse him for.the wrong 
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thmgs, and to lay far too much stress upon what they call 
Ius plulosophy. H.ls poetry 1s the reahty, lus plulosophy-so 
far, at least, as 1t may put on the form and habtt of a 
"sctenttfic system of thought", and the more that It puts 
them on-1s the IllusiOn. Perhaps we shall one day learn to 
make thts propositiOn general, and to say. Poetry IS the 
rea.hty, plnlosophy the Illus10n.' 

Tlus seems to me a stnlang, dangerous and subversive 
assertion. Poetry is at bottom a cnticism of hfe; yet philo
sophy 1s illuswn; the reahty is the crittctsm ofhfe. Arnold 
mtght have read Lessmg's famed Laocoon with a vtew to 
cL.sentanglmg his own confusions. 

We must remember that for Arnold, as for everyone 
else, 'poetry' meant a particular selection and order of poets. 
It meant, as for everyone else, the poetry that he hked, that 
he re-read; when we come to the pomt of making a state
ment about poetry, It IS the poetry that socks m our mmds 
that weights that statement. And at the same ttme we 
notice that Arnold has come to an opllllon about poetry 
different from that of any of hts predecessors. For W ord.s
worth and for �helley poetry was a vehicle fot one kmd of 
philosophy or another, but the philosophy was somethmg 
beheved m. For Arnold the best poetry supersedes both 
rehgwn and plulosophy. I have tned to mdtcate the results 
of this conjuring tnck elsewhere.1 The most generahsed 
form of my own view 1s simply thts : that nothmg in thts 
world or the next 1s a substitute for anythmg else, and If you 
find that you must do without something, such as rehg10us 
fatth or plulosophtc behef, then you must just do wtthout It. 

1'Amoldand Pater', m Selected Essays. 
B 113 E.U.P. 
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I can persuade myself. I find, that some of the tlungs that I 
can hope to get are better worth havmg than some of the 
thmgs I cannot get; or I may hope to alter myself so as to 
want dtfferent thmgs; but I cannot persuade myself that 1t 
1s the same desires that are sansfied, or that I have 1n effect 
the same thmg under a different name. 

A French fneruisaid of the late York Powell of Oxford: 
'Il etait aussi tranquille dans son manque de foi que le mystique 
dans sa croyance.' You could not say that of Arnold; lus 
charm and rus mterest are largely due to the pamful posi
tiOn that he occupied between fatth and dtsbehe£ Like 
many people the vanishmg of whose rehgious faith has left 
behmd only habtts, he placed an exaggerated emphas1s upon 
morals. Such people often confuse morals with theu own 
good habtts, the result of a senstble upbrmging, prudence, 
and the absence of any very powerful temptatwn; but I do 
not speak of Arnold or of any parocular person, for only 
God knows. Morals for the saint are only a prehmmary 
matter; for the poet a secondary matter. How Arnold finds 
morals m poetry 1s not clear. He tells us that: 

'A poetry of revolt against moral ideas is a poetry of 
revolt agamst life; a poetry of mrufference towards moral 
1deas 1s a poetry of mrufference towards life,' but the 
statement left m suspension, and wtthout Arnold's illus
tratmg 1t by examples of poeoc revolt and poet1c m
rufference, seems to have httle value. A httle later he tells us 
why Wordsworth 1s great: 

'Wordsworth's poetry 1s great because of the extra
ordinary power w1th winch Wordsworth feels the joy 
offered to us in nature, the joy offered to us m the stmple 
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primary affect10ns and duties , and because of the extra
ordmary power with winch, m case after case, he shows us 
dusjoy, and renders It so as to make us share It.' 

It ts not clear whether 'the simple pnmary affecnons and 
dunes' (whatever they are, and however dtstmgwshed 
from the secondary and the complex) is meant to be an 
expanswn of 'nature', or another joy s�radded: I rather 
think the latter, and take 'nature' to mean the Lake Dls
tnct. I am not, furthermore, sure of the meanmg of the con
junction of two quite different reasons for Wordsworth's 
greamess : one bemg the power with which Wordsworth 
feels the JOY of nature, the other the power by which_ he 
makes us share it. In any case, it IS de:fimtely a commumca.:. 
tlon theory, as any theory of the poet as teacher, leader, or 
priest Is bound to be. One way of testmg It Is to ask why 
other poets are great Can we say that Shakespeare's poetry 
1s great because of the extraordmary power With which 
Shakespeare feels esumable feelmgs, and because of the 
extraordmary power with which he makes us share them? 
I enJOY Shakespeare's poetry to the full extent of my 
capacity for enjoymg poetry; but I have not the shghtest 
approach to certamty that I share Shakespeare's feehngs; 
nor am I very much concerned to know whether I do or 
not. In short, Arnold's account seems to me to err m 

putnng the emphasts upon the poet's feehngs, instead of 
upon the poetry. We can say that in poetry there Is com
murucatton from writer to reader, but should not proceed 
from thts to thmk of the poetry as bemg pnmanly the 
vehicle of commurucatton. Commumcanon may take 
place, but will explam nothmg. Or Arnold's statement may 
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be cnticised m another way, by asking whether Words
worth would be a less great poet, If he felt wrth extra
ordmary power the horror offered to us m nature, and the 

boredom and sense of restnctton m the Simple pnmary 
affections and dutres? Arnold seems to thmk that because , 
as he says, Wordsworth 'deals With more of life' than 
Burns, Keats and Heme, he IS dealmg Wlth more of moral 
tdeas. A poetry whtch ts concerned Wtth moral tdeas, It 
would appear, IS concerned With lrfe;  and a poetry con
cerned With hfe rs concerned Wtth moral Ideas. 

Thts ts not the place for drscussmg the deplorable moral 
and rehgwus effects of confusmg poetry and morals m the 
attempt to find a subsutute for rehgwus farth. What con
cerns me here, rs the disturbance of our lrterary values m 

consequence oflt. One observes thts m Arnold's cnttcrsm. 
It rs easy to see that Dryden underrated Chaucer; not so 
easy to see that to rate Chaucer as highly as Dryden dtd 
(m a penod in which cnttcs were not lavrsh of superlatives) 
was a tnumph of objectiVIty for rts orne, as was Dryden's 
consistent chfferentratton between Shakespeare and Beau
mont and Fletcher. It rs easy to see that Johnson underrated 
Donne and overrated Cowley; it 1s even possrble to come 
to understand why. But neither Johnson nor Dryden had 
any axe to grmd; and m theu errors they are more con
� than Arnold. Take, for instance, Arnold's opmwn of 
C�ucer, a poet who, although very different from Arnold, 
was not altogether deficrent m htgh senousness. Fust he 
contrasts Chaucer wrth Dante: we admit the inferronty, 
and are almost convmced that Chaucer IS not serious 
enough. But rs Chaucer, m the end, less serious than 
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Wordsworth, wtth whom Arnold does not compare him? 
And when Arnold puts Chaucer below Franr;:ots Vtllon, 
although he IS 111 a way nght, and although 1t was lugh time 

that somebody m England spoke up for Villon, one does 
not feel that the theory of 'htgh senousness' ts m operation. 
That IS one of the troubles of the cntic who feels called upon 
to set the poets ID rank: tf he lS honest Wlth rus own semi
blhty he must now and agam vwlate Ius own rules of ranng. 
There are also dangers ansmg from bemg too sure that one 
knows what 'genwne poetry' ts. Here IS one very positive 
pronouncement: 

'The difference between genome poetry and the poetry 
of Dryden, Pope and all their school, IS bnefly tlus : theu 
poetry 1s conceived and composed m thetr Wits, genwne 
poetry 1s conce1ved and composed m the soul. The dtf
ference between the two kinds of poetry IS 1mmense.'1 

And what, we wonder, had Arnold-

' For ngorous teachers setzed Ius youth 
And purged its fatth, and trimmed Its fire, 
Showed lum the lugh wlute star ofT ruth, 
There bade lum gaze, and there asp1re; 

Even now their wluspers pierce the gloom: 
What dost thou m tlus hving tomb?' 

what had a man whose youth was so ngorously setzed and 
purged at Rugby, to do With an abstract entity hke the 
Soul? 'The difference between the two kmds of poetry is 

1Pracncally the same dJstincoon as that of Arnold 1s mamtamed, 
though With more subtlety and persuasiveness, by Mr. Housman m rus 
Name and Nature ofPoetry. A newer and more radical classlficanon to the 
same effect 1s that of Mr. Herbert Read already quoted. 
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tmmense.' But there are not two kinds of poetry, but many 
lands; and the difference here Is no more Immense than 
that between the land of Shakespeare and the lund of 
Arnold. There IS petulance m such a judgement, arrogance 
and excess of heat. It was JUstifiable for Colendge and 
Wordsworth and Keats to depreciate Dryden and Pope, in 
the ardour of the changes which they were busy about; 
but Arnold was engaged m no revolution, and his short
sightedness can only be excused. 

I do not mean to suggest that Arnold's conception of the 
use of poetry, an educator's vtew, vtuates lus cnttctsm. To 
ask of poetry that it gtve rehgious and philosopluc satis
faction, wlule deprecattng plulosophy and dogmatic 
relig10n, IS of course to embrace the shadow of a shade. 
But Arnold had real taste. Hts preoccupations, as I have 
said, make rum too exclusively concerned wuhgreat poetry, 
and wtth the greatness of It. Hts vtew of Milton 1s for thrs 
reason unsattsfymg. But you cannot read hts essay on The 
Study of Poetry Without bemg convmced by the fehcuy of 
his quotatiOns : to be able to quote as Arnold could 1s the 
best eVIdence of taste. The essay 1s a classic m Enghsh 
cnttctsm: so much 1s s:ud in so lutle space, wtth such 
economy and with such authonty. Yet he was so conscious 
of what, for htm, poetry was for, that he could not alto
gether see It for what 1t ts. And I am not sure that he was 
hrghly sensltlve to the musical quahues of verse. Hts awn 
occasional bad lapses arouse the susptcion; and_�o far as I 
can recollect he never emphasises thts vtrtue of poetic style, 
clus fundamental, m hts cnttctsm. What I call the 'auditory 
Imagmatlon' IS the feeling for syllable and rhythm, pene-
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t(atmg far below the conscious levels of thought and feel
mg, mvtgoratmg every word; smkmg to the most prmu
tive and forgotten, returnmg to the ongm and bringing 
somethmg back, seekmg the begmnmg and the end. It 
works through meamngs, certamly, or not Without mean
mgs m the ordmary sense, and fuses the old and obhterated 
and the tnte, the current, and the new and surpnsmg, the 
most ancient and the most CIVlhsed mentahty. Arnold's 
notton of 'hfe', m rus account of poetry, does not perhaps 
go deep enough. 

I feel, rather than observe, an mner uncertamty and lack 
of confidence and convictwn m Matthew Arnold: the con
servattsm whlch sprmgs from lack of faith, and the zeal for 
reform which sprmgs from dlshke of change. Perhaps, 
Iookmg mward and findmg how httle he had to support 
�m, looking outward on the state of society and us 
tendencies, he was somewhat disturbed He had no real 
sereruty, only an Impeccable demeanour. Perhaps he cared 
too much for civihsanon, forgettmg that Heaven and 
Earth shall pass away, and Mr. Arnold wtth them, and 
there IS only one stay. He IS a representanve figure. A man's 
theory of the place of poetry 1s not mdependent ofhts VIew 
ofhfe m general. 
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March 17th, 1933 

T
here IS a sentence m Man tam's Art and Scholasticism 

which occurs to me m this context: 'Work such as 
Picasso's', he says, 'shows a fearful progress m self-con
sciousness on the part of pamting.' 

So far I have drawn a few hght sketches to mchcate the 
changes m the self-consc10usness of poets thinkmg about 
poetry. A thorough rustory of trus 'progress m self-con
sclOusness' m poetry and the crmcism of poetry would have 
kmds of cntlcism to consider wruch do not fall Wlthm the 
narrow scope of these lectures: the history of Shakespeare 
CiltiCISm alone, m wruch, for mstance, Morgann's essay on 
the character of Falstaff, and Coleridge's Lectures on 

Shakespeare would be representative moments, would 
have to be considered m some detaiL But we have observed 
the notable development m self-consc10usness m Dryden's 
Prefaces, and m the first senous attempt, wruch he made, 
at a valuation of the Enghsh poets. We have seen rus work 
m one drrecnon conttnued, and a method perfected, by 
Johnson m lus careful estimation of a number of poets, an 

estimate arnved at by the apphcatlon of what are on the 
whole admirably consistent standards. We have found a 
deeper insight into the nature of the poetic actiVIty m re

marks scattered through the wntings of Colendge and m 
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the Preface of Wordsworth and in the Letters of Keats; and 
a perception, sttll immature, of the need to elucidate the 

social function of poetry in Wordsworth's Preface and m 

Shelley's Defence. In the cntlctsm of Arnold we find a 
contmuanon of the work of the Romantic poets wtth a 
new appra1sal of the poetry of the past by a method wluch, 
lackmg the precis10n of Johnson's, gropes towards wtder 
and deeper connexlOns. I have not Wished to exrublt thts 
'progress m self-conscwusness' as bemg necessanly progress 
With an association of higher value. For one tiling, it cannot 
be wholly abstracted from the general changes m the human 
mmd m rustory; and that these changes have any teleo
logical stgru.ficance 1s not one of my assumptions. 

Arnold's msistence upon order m poetry accordmg to a 
moral valuation was, for better or worse, of the first 

importance for ills age. When he iS not at his best he 
obv10usly falls between two stools Just as ills poetry iS too 
reflectlve, too rummative, to nse ever to the first rank, so 
also ts ills cntlcism. He 1s not, on the one hand, quite a pure 
enough poet to have the sudden illummattons which we 
find m the cntlcism of Wordsworth, Colendge and Keats; 
and on the other hand he lacked the mental dtsciplme, the 
passwn for exactness m the use of words and for consistency 
and contmwty of reasonmg, whtch distmgmshes the phllo
sopher. He sometlmes confuses words and meanmgs: 
neither as poet nor as phtlosopher should he have been 
satlsfied With such an utterance as that 'poetry 1s at bottom 
a cntlosm of hfe' .  A more profound mstght mto poetry 
and a more exact use of language than Arnold's are re
quired. The cnt1cal method of Arnold, the assumptions of 
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Arnold, remained valid for the rest of lm rC'ntury. In quite 
diverse developments, it is the cntki�m of Arnold that sets 

��e tone: Walter Pater, Arthur Symons, AdJingmn Sy
monds, Leshe Stephen, F. W. H. Myers, George Saiutsbury 
-ail the more eminent crincal names of the time bear 
Wimess to It. 

Whether we agree or not With any or all of his con
clusions, whether we admrt or deny chat his method is 
adequate, we must admtt chat the work ()f Mr. I. A. 
R.tchards Will have been of cardmal importance in the 
rustory of literary criticism. Even if his cnticism proves co 
be ennrely on the wrong track, even if this modern 'self
consciOusness' turns out to be only a blind alley, Mr. 
R.tchards will have done something in accelerating the 
exhaustton of the possibilities. He w11l have helped in
directly to discredit the criticism of persons qualified 
neuher by sensibility nor by knowledge of poetry, from 
whrch we suffer daily. There 1s some hope of _greater 
clancy; we should begin to learn to dtstinguish the apprecia
tion of poetry from theorising about poetry, and to know 
when we are not talkmg about poetry but about somethmg 
else suggested by it. There are two elements in Richards's 
scheme, both of considerable importance for its ultimate 
standing, of which I have the gravest doubts but With 
wruch I am not here concerned: his theory of Value and 
rus theory of Education (or rather the theory ofEducanon 
assumed m or imphed by his atntude in Practical Criticism) . 
As for psychology and hngwsttcs, that is rus field and not 

mine. I am more concerned here with what seem to me to 
be a few unexammed assumpttons that he has made. I do 
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not know whether he still adheres to certam assernons made 
m Ius early essay Science and Poetry; but I do not understand 

that he has yet made any pubhc mochflcanon of them. Here 

IS one that IS 111 my rnmd 
'The most dangerous of the sciences Is only now be

glUlllng to come mto action. I am tlunkmg less ofPsycho

analysis or of Behavwunsm than of the whole subject 
wluch mcludes them. It IS very probable that the Hmden
burg Lme to wluch the defence of our trachtwns retired as a 
result of the onslaughts of the last century will be blown up 
m the near future. If tlus should happen a mental chaos such 
as man has never expenenced may be expected. We shall 
then be thrown back, as Matthew Arnold foresaw, upon 
poetry. Poetry 1s capable of savmg us . . .  . '  

I should have felt completely at a loss m this passage, had 
not Matthew Arnold turned up; and then It seemed to me 
that I knew a httle better what was what. I should say that 
an affirmation hkc tlus was lughly charactenstic of one type 
of modem mmd. For one of the tlungs that one can say 
about the modem mmd 1s that 1t comprehends every 
extreme and degree of opm10n. Here, from the essay, Art 
and Scholasticism, wluch I have already quoted, IS Mr. 
Maritam: 

'It IS a deadly error to expect poetry to provide the super
substantial nounshment of man.' 

Mr. Mantam IS a theologian as well as plulosopher, and 
you may be sure that when he says 'deadly error' he IS m 

deadly earnest. But If the author of Anti-Moderne 1s hardly 
to be considered a 'modem' man, we can find other 
vanenes of opiruon. In a book called The Human Parrot, 
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Mr. Montgomery Belgton has two essays, one called Art 

and Mr. Maritain and the other What is Criticism, from 
wluch you will learn that neither Mantam nor Richards 
knows what he IS talkmg about. Mr. R.lchards further roam
tams that the cxpcnence of poetry is not a mysncal revela
non, and the Abbe Henn Bremond, 1 m  Prayer and Poetry, Is 
concerned wlth tellmg us m what land and degree 1t 1s. On 
this pornt Mr. Belgion 1s apparently m accord With Mr. 
Richards. And we may be w1se to keep m Irund a remark of 
Mr. Herbert Read m Form in Modern Poetry: 'If a hterary 
cnuc happens co be also a poet . . .  he Is hable to suffer 
from dilemmas whtch do not trouble the phtlosophtc calm 
ofhts more prosarc colleagues.' 

Beyond a behef that poetry does somethmg of Import
ance, or has something of unportance to do, there does not 
seem to be much agreement. It Is mterestmg that m our 
time, whtch has not produced any vast number of Important 
poets, so many people-and there are many more-should 
6e askmg questions about poetry. These problems are not 
those wh.tch properly concern poets as poets at all; rf poets 
plunge mto the discussion, it Is probably because they have 
:nterests and cunosmes outside of wntmg poetry. We 
1eed not summon those who call themselves Humanists 
:for they have for the most part not been pnmanly 
JCcupted With the nature and function of poetry) to bear 
iV1U1ess that we have here ilie problem of rehgwus faJth 
md Its substitutes. Not all contemporary crltlcs, of 

1While prepanng thts book for press I learn with great regret of the 
\bbe Bremond's nnnmely death It ts a great ptty that he could not 
tave hved to complete the Histoire du sent1ment religieux en France 
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course, but at least a number who appear to have lmle else 
in common, seem to consider chat art, spectfically poetry, 
has somethmg to do with rehg10n, though they disagree as 
to what tills somethmg may be. The relationship 1s not 
always envtsaged so morahsucally as It was by Arnold, nor 
so generally as in the statement by Mr. Rlchards which I 
quoted. For Mr. Belg10n, for illstance, 

'An outstandmg example of poeuc allegory IS ill the final 
canto of the Paradiso, where the p oet seeks to giVe an 

allegoncal account of the Beanfic VlSlon, and then declares 
rus efforts vam. we may read crus over and over agam, and 
m the end we shall no more have had a revelat10n of the 
nature of the V1Slon than we had before ever we had heard 

of etther It or Dante.' 
Mr. Belgwn seems to have taken Dante at rus word. 

But what we expenence as readers Is never exaccly what the 
poet experienced, nor would there be any poillt m Its bemg, 
though certamly 1t has some relation to the poet's expen
ence. What the poet expenenced IS not poetry but poetic 
matenal; the wncmg of the poetry is a fresh 'expenence' 
for rum, and the readmg of It, by the author or anyone 
else, Is another thmg still. Mr. Belg10n, ill denymg a theory 
which he attnbutes to Mr. Mantam, seems to me to make 
his own rrustakes ;  but it IS a rehgion-analogy which IS in 
quesnon. Mr. Richards IS much occupied With the rehg10us 
problem simply ill the attempt to avmd 1t. In an appendix 
to the second edltlon of Principles of Literary Criticism he has 
a note on my own verse, wruch, being as favourable as I 
could desrre, seems to me very acute. But he observes that 
Canto XXVI of the Purgatorio tUuWUlates my 'persistent 
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concern with sex, the problem of our generatton, as re
ligton was the problem of the last.' I readtly adtrut the 
tmportance of Canto XXVI, and 1t was shrewd of Mr. 
Richards to notice tt; but m Ius contrast of sex and rehg10n 
he makes a dtstincnon wluch 1s too subnle for me to grasp. 
One mtght dunk that sex and rehgwn were 'problems' hke 

Free Trade and Impenal Preference; 1t seems odd that the 
human race should have gone on for so many thousands of 
years before lt suddenly reahsed that rehgion and sex, one 
nght after the other, presented problems. 

It has been my vtew throughout-and it is only a com
monplace after all-that the development and change of 
poetry and of the crittctsm of 1t ts due to elements which 
enter from outstde . . I  tned to draw attention not so much to · 

the importance of Dryden's 'contnbunon' to hterary 
cnttctsm, as tfhe were merely addmg to a score of quannty, 
as to the importance of the fact that he should want to 
articulate and expound Ius vtews on drama and translation 
and on the Enghsh poetry of the past; and, when we came 
to Johnson, to call attent10n to the further development of 
an lustoncal consc10usness wluch made Joh.ttson want to 
estimate, m more detatl, the Enghsh poets of Ius own age 
and of previous ages,1 and 1t seemed to me that Words
worth's theones about poetry drew their ahment from 
soctal sources. To Matthew Arnold we owe the credtt of 
brmgmg the reltgtous tSSue exphctt!y mto the d.tscusston of 
literature and poetry; and wtch due respect to Mr. Richards, 
and wuh Mr. Rl.chards lumself as a wttness, 1t does not 

1The fact that Johnson was worlong largely to order only md1caces 
chat thu rustoncal consctousness was already developed. 
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seem to me that this 'lSSue' has been wholly put astde and 
replaced by that of 'sex'. My contemporanes seem to me 
still to be occupted with tt, whether they call themselves 
churchmen, or agnostics, or ratwnahsts, or soctal revolu
uorusts. The contrast between the doubts that our con
temporanes express, and the questions that they ask and 
the problems they put themselves, and the attltude of at 
least a part of the past, was well put by Jacques Rlviere m 
two sentences : 

'If in the seventeenth century Mohere or Racme had 
been asked why he wrote, no doubt he would have been 
able to find but one answer; that he wrote 'for the enter
tamment of decent people' (pour distraire les honn�tes gens) . 
It 1s only with the advent of Romanttctsm that the hterary 
act came to be concetved as a sort of ratd on the absolute 
and tts result as a revelation.' 

Rtvtere's form of expressiOn 1s not, to my mmd, alto
gether happy. One rmght suppose that all that had hap
pened was that a wilful perversity had taken posseSSion of 
hterary men, a new hterary dtsease called Romant1c1sm. 
That ts one of the dangers of expressmg one's mearung m 
terms of 'Romanttctsm' : 1t is a term wluch is constantly 
changmg m chfferent contexts, and wruch lS now hrmted to 
what appear to be purely hterary and purely local prob
lems, now expandmg to cover almost the whole of the hfe 
of a time and of nearly the whole world. It has perhaps not 
been observed that m 1ts more comprehensive s1gruficance 
'Romanttctsm' comes to mclude nearly everythmg that 
dtstmgwshes the last two hundred and fifty years or so 
from thetr predecessors, and mcludes so much that It ceases 
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to brmg with it any praise or blame. The change to which 
Rl.Vlere alludes 1s not a contrast between Mohere and 

Racine on the one hand and more modern French wnters 
on rhe other; lt netther reflects credtt upon the former nor 
tmphes mfenonty m the latter. In the mterest of clarity and 
stmphctty I wtsh myself to avoid employmg the terms 
Romannc1sm and Classrc1sm, terms whtch inflame 
political paSSions, and tend to prejudice our conclus10ns. I 
am only concerned with my contentiOn that the notion of 
what poetry is for, of what 1s its funcnon to do, does change, 
and therefore I quoted R.Ivtere; I am concerned further 
wtth cnticism as evidence of the conception of the use of 
poetry in the cntic's ttme, and assert that m order to com
pare the work of different cntlcs we must mvesttgate theJI 
assumptions as to what poetry does and ought to do. 
Exammation of the cnnc1sm of our time leads me to be
heve that we are still m the Arnold penod. 

I speak of Mr. Richards's views With some dtffidence. 
Some of the problems he discusses are themselves very 
difficult, and only those are quahfied to cnttCISe who have 
applied themselves to the same spectalised studies and have 
acquired proficiency m thts kmd of thtnkmg. But here I 
lunit myself to passages m whtch he does not seem to be 

speaktng as a spectahst, and in whtch I have no advantage of 
special knowledge etcher. There are two reasons why the 
wnter of poetry must not be thought to have any great 

advantage. One 1s that a dtscusston of poetry such as th1s 
takes us far outside the hmtts withm whtch a poet may 
speak Wtth authority; the other is that the poet does many 

thmgs upon mstmct, for whtch he can g1ve no better 
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account than anybody else. A poet can try, of course, to 
gtve an honest report of the way in wluch he lumself 
wntes · the result may, Jfhe 1s a good observer, be illumm
atmg. And m one sense, but a very hnnted one, he knows 
better what his poems 'mean' than can anyone else; he may 
know the history of their compos1t10n, the matenal which 
has gone m and come out m an unrecognisable form, and 
he knows what he was trymg to do and what he was mean
ing to mean. But what a poem means 1s as much what tt 
means to others as what It means to the author; and mdeed, 
m the course of nme a poet may become merely a reader m 

respect to his own works, forgettmg his ongmal meamng 
-or wtthout forgettmg, merely changmg. So that, when 
Mr. Richards asserts that The Waste Land effects 'a com
plete severance between poetry and all behefs' I am no 
better quahfied to say No ! than IS any other reader. I will 
adnnt that I thmk that either Mr. RJ.chards is wrong, or 
I do not understand his meanmg. The statement nught 
mean that 1t was the :first poetry to do what all poetry m 
the past would have been the better for domg: I can hardly 
think that he mtended to pay me such an unmerited com
phment. It mtght also mean that the present sttuanon 1s 
radically d.Uferent from any m which poetry has been pro
duced m the past: namely, that now there IS nothmg m 

which to beheve, that Behef itself is dead; and that there
fore my poem IS the first to respond properly to the modern 
sttuatlon and not call upon Make-Beheve. And 1t 1s m 
this conneXJ.on, apparently, that Mr. Richards observes 
that 'poetry is capable of savmg us'. 

A discuss1on of Mr. Richards's theorie� of knowledge , 
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v�ue and meaning would be by no means irrelevant to this 

assertion, but It would take us far afield, and I am not the 
person to undertake it. W c cannot of course refute the 
statement 'poetry ts capable of saving us' without knowing 

wluch one of the mulnple defimtions of salvation Mr. 
Richards has in nund.1 (A good many people behave as if 
they thought so too :  otherwise their mterest m poetry is 
difficult to explain ) I am sure, from the dtfferences of 
environment, of pcnod, and of mental furniture, that sal
vation by poetry is not qmtc the same thtng for Mr. 
RJChards as It was for Arnold; but so far as I am 
concerned these arc merely different shades of blue. In 
Practical Criticism2 Mr. Richards provides a rectpe wh.tch I 
dunk throws some hght upon his theological ideas. He says: 

'Somethmg hke a techruque or ritual for heighterung 
sincerity nught well be worked out. When our response to 
a poem after our best efforts remams uncertam, when we 
are unsure whether the feelings it excites come from a deep 
source in our expenence, whether our hking or disliking 
1s genuine, 1s ours, or an accident of fashion, a response to 
surface details or to essennals, we may perhaps help our
selves by considering it in a frame of feelings whose sm
centy 1s beyond our questiorung. S1t by the fire (wtth eyes 
shut and fingers pressed firmly upon the eyeballs) and con
stder w1th as full "realisation" as posstble-' 

ISee Ius Mencius on the Mind. There 1s of course a locution m which 
we say of someone 'he 1s not one of us', it 1S possible that the 'us' of 
Mr. Richards's statement represents an equally luwted and select 

nwnber. 

2Second Impression, p. 290. 
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five pomts wluch follow, and winch I shall comment upon 
one by one. We may observe, in passmg, the mtense re
hgious seriousness of Mr. Richards's attitude towards 
poetry.1 What he proposes-for he hmts in the passage 
above that Ius sketch might be elaborated-Is nodung less 
than a regtmen ofSpmtual E:x:erctses. Now for the pomts. 

I Man's loneliness (the isolation of the human situation) . 

Lonelmess ts known as a frequent attitude 111 romannc 
poetry, and m the form of 'lonesomeness' (as I need not 
renund Amencan readers) ts a frequent attitude m con
temporary lyncs known as 'the blues'. But m what sense 1s 
Man m general Isolated, and from what? What is the 
'human situatiOn'? I can understand the 1solaoon of the 
human situation as Plato's D10nma expounds It, or in the 
Chmoan sense of the separanon of Man from God, but 
not an Isolation wruch IS not a separatiOn from anyclung ill 

particular. 

II. The facts of birth and of death, in their inexplicable oddity. 

I cannot see why the facts of btrth and of death should 
appear odd m themselves, unless we have a conception of 

lTh.ts passage Is mtroduced by a long and unportant dtscusston of 
Confuous' concepoon of 'smcenty', which should be read attenovely. 
In passmg, It is worthy of remark that Mr Richards shares his mterest 
m Chmese philosophy With Mr. Ezra Pound and with the late Irvmg 
Babbttt. An mvesogaoon of an mterest common to three apparently 
quite different thmkers would, I beheve, repay the labour. It seems to 
indicate, at least, a deracmaoon fwm the Chnsoan tradltlon The 
thought of these three men seems to me to have an tnteresrmg smul
ancy 
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some other way of conung mto the world and of leavmg 

it, which strikes us as more natural. 

III. The inconceivable immensity of the Universe. 

It was not, we remember, the 'Immense spaces' them

selves but their eternal silence that ternfied Pascal. W1th a 

definite religious background tru� 1s mtellig1ble. But the 

effect of popular astronomy books (hke Su James Jeans's) 
upon me IS only of the ms1gm:ficance of vast space. 

IV. Man's place in the perspective of time. 

I confess that I do not find tills especially echfyrng either, 
or stimulanng to the Imagmatwn, unless I brrng to Its con
templatiOn some belief that there IS a sense and a meanmg 

m the place of human history m the history of the world. I 
fear that m many people tills subject of meditation can only 
stimulate the tdle wonder and greed for facts which are 

sansfied by Mr. Wells's compendia. 

V. The enormity (sc. enormousness) of man's ignorance. 

Here agam, I must ask, 1gnorance of what? I am acutely 
aware, for instance, of my own 1gnorance of specific sub
jects on wluch I want to know more; but Mr. Rlchards 
does not, surely, mean the 1gnorance of any mdivtdual man, 
hut of Man. But 'Ignorance' must be relaove to the sense m 

wruch we take the term 'knowledge' ;  and rn Mencius on the 
Mind Mr. Rtchards has g1ven us a useful analys1s of the 
numerous meanings of 'knowledge'. Mr. Rlchards, who 
has engaged m what I believe will be most frwtful mvesti
gatlons of controversy as systematised rmsunderstandmg, 
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may justly be able to accuse me of pervernng Ius mearungs. 
But ills modem substitute for the Exercises of St. Ignatlus 1s 
an appeal to our feehngs, and I am only tryillg to set down 
how they affect nune. To me Mr. R.tchards's five poillts 
only express a modem emotional attltude wluch I cannot 
share, and which finds its most sentimental express10n m 

A Free Man's Worship. And as tl1e contemplatton of Man's 
place ill the Urn verse has led Lord Russell to wnte such bad 
prose, we may wonder whether 1t will lead the ordmary 
asprrant to understandmg of good poetry. It 1s JUst as hkely, 
I suspect, to confirm him ill his taste for the second-rate. 

I am willmg to adnut that such an approach to poetry 
may help some people: my pomt 1s that Mr. Richards 
speaks as though It were good for everybody. I am per
fectly ready to concede the extstence of people who feel, 
think and believe as Mr. Richards does ill these matters, 
1fhe will only concede that there are some people who do 
not. He told us ill Science and Poetry : 

'For centuries . . . countless pseudo-statements-about 
God, about the uruverse, about human nature, the relanons 
of mind to mmd, about the soul, Its rank and destmy . . .  
have been beheved; now they are gone, Irrecoverably; and 
the knowledge which has killed them IS not of a kmd upon 
which an equally fine orgarusanon of the mmdcan be based.' 

I subrmt that this is Itself a pseudo-statement, If there IS 
such a thmg. But these tlungs are mdeed gone, so far as 
Mr. Richards 1s concerned, if they are no longer beheved 
by people whose mmds Mr. R.tchards respects : we have no 
ground for controversy there. I only assert agam that what 
he is trymg to do IS essentially the same as what Arnold 
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wanted to do: to preserve emotions without the behd� 
with which their history ha.� been involved. lc would seem 
that Mr. R..tchards, on his own showing, is engaged in a 
rear-guard rehgwus acnon.1 

Mr. Mantam, with an equally strong convicuon chat 
poetry wtll not save us, 1s equally despondent about the 
world of to-day. 'Could any weakness', he asks, 'be greater 
than the weakness of our concemporanc�?' It is no more, as I 
have s:ud before, the particular busmess of the poet as poet 
to concern lumself with Maritam' s attempt to determme the 
positton of poetry in a Christian world than 1t lS to concern 
hunself wlth Richards's attempt to determine the posiuon 
of poetry in a pagan world: but these various ambtent 
1deas get m through the pores, and produce an unsettled 
state of mmd. Trotsky, whose Literature and Revolution is 
the most sensible statement of a CommUlllSt attitude that 
I have seen, 2 1s pretty clear on the relation of the poet to hts 
enVIronment. He observes : 

'Art!snc creatiOn lS always a comphcated turning ins1de 
out of old forms, under the influence of new snmuh whtch 

1Somewhat m the sprrit of'rehgton without revelatton', of winch a 
greater exponent than Mr. Juhan Huxley was Emmanuel Kant. On 
Kant's attempt (which deeply mfl.uenced later German theology) sec an 

illuminaang passage m A. E Taylor's Thl Faith of a Moralist, val u, 

chap u. 

"There were also some mtercsttng arttcles ll1 The New Republic by 

Mr. Edmund Wuson, m controversy (If I remember correctly) with 

Mr. Mu:hael Gold I regret that I cannot g1vc the exact reference. The 

major part of Trotsky's book 1s not very mtcmnng for those who arc 

unacquamtcd w1th the modem Rwnan authors: one suspects that most 

ofTrotsky' s swans arc geese. 
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origmate outside of art. In t:lus large sense of the word, art 
1s a handmaiden. It is not a disembodied element feeding on 
itSelf, but a function of SOCial man mdissolubly tied tO WS 
hfe and envuonment.' 

There 1s a stnkm.g contrast between tlus concepaon of 
art as a handmaiden, and that wluch we have just observed 
of art as a saviour. But perhaps the two nonons are not so 
opposed as they appear. Trotsky seems, in any case, to 
draw the commonsense distinction between art and pro
paganda, and to be dimly aware that the matenal of the 
arnst ts not lus behefs as held, but Ius behefs as felt (so far as 
ills behefs are part of rus matenal at all) ; and he IS sensible 
enough to see that a period of revolunon 1s not favourable 
to art, smce It puts pressure upon the poet, both chrect and 
md!rect, to make rum overconscious of IDS behefs as held. 
He would not hnut Commurust poetry to the wntmg of 
panegyncs upon the Russian State, any more than I should 
hnut Chrisnan poetry to the composmon of hymns; the 
poetry of Villon 1s just as 'Chnsnan' m dus way as that of 
Prudennus or Adam of St. Victor-though I thmk It would 
be a long nme before Soviet society could afford to approve 
a Villon, u one arose.1 It is probable, however, that Rus
sian hterature will become mcreasingly unmtelhgible, m
creasingly mea!lingless, to the peoples of Western Europe 
unless they develop in the same dtrection as Russia. Even as 
things are, m the present chaos of oprmon and behef, we 

1The Roman and Conunuwst 1dea of an index of prohib1ted books 
seems to me perfectly sound m prmc1ple. It is a question (a) of the good
ness and uwversahty of the cause, (b) of the mtelligence that goes to the 
apphcanon 



T H E  M O D E R N  M I N D  

may expect to find qmte dlfferent hteratures eXISt:mg m the 
same language and the same com1try. 'The unconcealed and 
palpable mfl.uence of the devil on an Important part of con
temporary hterature', says Mr. Mantam, 'Is one of the 
s1gmficant phenomena of the history of our time.' I can 
hardly expect most of my readers to take tlns remark sen
ously;1 those who do w11l have very chfferent cntena of 
cnticism from those who do not. Another observation of 
Mr. Maritain's may be less unacceptable· 

'By showmg us where moral truth and the genuine 
supernatural are situate, rehg10n saves poetry from the 
absurdity of behevmg itself desoned to transform ethics 
and hfe : saves it from overweenmg arrogance.' 

Tlns seems to me to be putting the finger on the great 
weakness of much poetry and cntic1sm of the nmeteenth 
and twentteth centunes. But between the motive which 
R.I.vtere attnbuted to Mohere and R.acme2 and the motive 
of Matthew Arnold bearmg on shoulders rmmense what he 
thought to be the orb of the poet's fate, there IS a senous 
via media. 

As the doctrme of the moral and educational value of 
poetry has been elaborated in different forms by Arnold 
and Mr. Richards, so the Abbe Bremond presented a 

modern equtvalent for the theory of divme insptration. 

lWuh the m.B.uence of the devil on contemporary hterature I shall 
be concerned m more deta.tl m another book 

2Wh.tch does not seem to me to cover the case. Let us say that It was 
the pnmary motJ.ve (even m Athalie ). An exact statement would need 
much space; for we cannot concern ourselves only With what went on 
umde the poet's head, but wuh the general state of sooety. 
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The task of Prayer and Poetry 1s to estabhsh the hkeness, and 
the dtfference of kmd and degree, between poetry and 
myst1C1Sm fu rus attempt tO demonstrate trus rclatton he 
safeguards rumself by JUSt quahfi.catlOllS, and makes many 
penetrattng remarks about the nature of poetry. I will con
fine myself to two pteces of caution. My first qualm 1s over 
the assertton that 'the more of a poet any particular poet ts, 
the more he IS tormented by the need of commurucatmg 
hts expenence'. Thts 1s a downnght sort of statement 
wruch IS very easy tO accept Without exammation; but the 
matter 1s not so stmple as all that. I should say that the poet 
ts tormented primanly by the need to wnte a poem-and 
so, I regret to find, are a legion of people who are not 
poets . so that the lme ·between 'need' to wnte and 'desiie' 
to wnte is by no means easy to draw. And what 1s the 
expenence that the poet is so bursttng to communicate? 
By the time 1t has settled down mto a poem 1t may be so 
different from the ongmal expenence as to be hardly 
recogrusable. The 'expenence' m questton may be the result 
of a fus10n of feelmgs so numerous, and ulumately so 
obscure m theii ongms, that even tf there be commuruca
tton of them, the poet may hardly be aware of what he ts 

commurucattng; and what 1s there to be communicated 
was not m eXIstence before the poem was completed. 'Com
murucanon' will not explam poetry. I will not say that 
there 1s not always some varymg degree of commurucanon 
m poetry, or that poetry could extst Without any com
murucanon talang place. There 1s room for very great 
mdtVIdual vananon in the mauves of equally good mdi
Vldual poets; and we have the assurance of Coleridge, 
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wtth the approval of Mr. Housman, that 'poetry gives most 
pleasure when only generally and not perfectly understood'. 
And I dunk that my first objection to Bremond's theory IS 

related to the second, 111 winch also the questJ.on of motive 

and mtention enters. Any theory wruch relates poetry very 
closely to a rehgwus or a sacral scheme of thmgs atms, 
probably, to explain poetry by drscovermg its natural 
laws; but 1t rs m danger of binding poetry by legrslatlon to 
be observed-and poetry can recogruse no such laws 
When the cntic falls mto th.Is error he has probably 
done what we all do : when we generahse about poetry, as 
I have said before, we are generalising from the poetry 
wruch we best know and best hke; not from all poetry, or 
even all of the poetry wruch we have read. What Is 'all 
poetry'? Everythmg wntten m verse which a sufficient 
number of che best rmnds have considered to be poetry. 
By a sufficient number, I mean enough persons of different 
types, at different omes and places, over a space of nme, 
and mcludmg foreigners as well as those to whom the 
language 1s nanve, to cancel every personal b1as and 
eccenmcuy of taste (for we must all be shghdy eccentric 
m taste to have any taste at all) . Now when an account hke 
the Abbe Bremond's 1s tested by bemg made Itself a test, it 
tends to reveal some narrowness and exclusiveness; at any 
rate, a good deal of poetry that I hk:e would he excluded, or 
grven some other name than poetry; just as other wnters 
who hke to include much prose as bemg essennally 'poetry' 
create confuston by mcludmg too much. That there is a 
relation (not necessarily noetic, perhaps merely psycho
logical) between mystictsm and some kmds of poetry, or 
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some of the lands of state m winch poetry 1s produced, I 
make no doubt. But I prefer not to defme, or to test, 
poetry by means of speculations about us ongms, you 
cannot find a sure test for poetry, a test by wruch you may 

d!stmgmsh between poetry and mere good verse, by re
ference to tts putattve antecedents m the mmd of the poet 

Bremond seems to me to mtroduce extra-poettc laws for 
poetry. such laws as have been frequently made, and con

stantly viOlated. 
There 1s another danger m the assoc1at1on of poetry wtth 

mysnc1sm bestdes chat whtch I have JUSt mentioned, and 
that of leadmg the reader to look m poetry for rehg10us 
sansfacnons. These were dangers for the cnttc and the 
reader; there ts also a danger for the poet. No one can read 
Mr. Yeats's Autobiographies and rus earher poetry Without 

feehng that the author was trymg to get as a poet somethmg 
hke the exaltatJ.on to be obtamed, I beheve, from hasrusch or 
rutrous oxtde. He was very much fascmated by self-mduced 
trance states, calculated symbohsm, medmms, theosophy, 
crystal-gazmg, folklore and hobgoblms. Golden apples, 
archers, black ptgs and such paraphernalta abounded. 
Often the verse has an hypnotJ.c charm. but you cannot 
take heaven by magtc, espec1ally tf you are, hke Mr. Yeats, 
a very sane person Then, by a great trmmph of develop
ment, Mr. Yeats began to wnte and 1s still wnting some of 
the most beaunful poetry m the language, some of the 
clearest, stmplest, most dtrect.1 

1The best analysis of the weakness of Mr Yeats's poetry chat I know 
1s m Mr. Richards's Se�ence and Poetry But I do not thmk chat Mr 
Richards qmte appreciated Mr Yeats's Iacer work. 
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The number of people capable of appreciatmg 'all poetry' 

is probably very small, If not merely a theoretical hnut; 
but the number of people who can get some pleasure and 
benefit from some poetry Is, I believe, very large. A per
fectly satisfactory theory which applied to all poetry would 
do so only at the cost of bemg vmded of all content; the 
more usual reason for the unsausfactormess of our theones 
and general statements about poetry IS that wlnle professmg 
to apply to all poetry, they are really theones about, or 
generalisations from, a lirmted range of poetry. Even when 
two persons of taste like the same poetry, tlus poetry will 
be arranged m therr mmds in slightly different patterns; 
our mdivtdual taste m poetry bears the mdehble traces of 
our mdtvtdual hves With all thetr expenence pleasurable 
and pamful. We are apt either to shape a theory to cover' 
the poetry that we find most movmg, or-what IS less 
excusable-to choose the poetry whtch illustrates the theory 
we want to hold. You do not find Matthew Arnold quot
mg Rochester or Sedley. And tt ts not merely a matter of · 
mdtvtdual capnce. Each age demands different things from 
poetry, though tts demands are modified, from rime to 
ttme, by what some new poet has given. So our critiCism, 
from age to age, will reflect the thmgs that the age demands; 
and the crtttctsm of no one man and of no one age can be 
expected to embrace the whole nature of poetry or exhaust 
all of tts uses. Our contemporary cntics, hke thetr pre
decessors, are making particular responses to particular 
situations. No two readers, perhaps, will go to poetry Wtth 
qwte the same demands. Amongst all these demands from 
poetry and responses to 1t there is always some permanent, 
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element m common, just as there are standards of good and 
bad wntmg independent of what any one of us happens to 
hke and d1shke; but every effort to formulate the common 
element 1s hnnted by the hnntatlons of part1eular men m 
pamcular places and at particular tlmes; and these hnnta
uons become marufest m the perspectlve ofhlStory. 



C O N C L U S I O N 
March 3 rst, 1933 

I hope that I have not given the Impression, in this cur
sory review of theones past and present, that I esomate 

the value of such theones according to their degree of ap
proximatiOn to some doctnne which I hold myself, and pay 
them off accordmgly. I am too well aware oflim1taoons of 
mterest for which I do not apologtse, and of mcapaCity for 
abstruse reasonmg as well as less pardonable shortcommgs. 
I have no general theory of my own; but on the other hand 
I would not appear to dismiss the VIews of others With the 
md!fference which the pracoooner may be supposed to feel 
towards those who theonse about Ius craft. It is reasonable, 
I feel, to be on guard agamst VIews wluch claim too much 
for poetry, as well as to protest against those which cl:um 
too htde; to recogruse a number of uses for poetry, with
out adnuttmg that poetry must always and everywhere be 
subservient to any one of them. And while theories of 
poetry may be tested by their power of re:firung our sensi
bility by mcreasmg our understandmg, we must not ask. 
that they serve even that purpose of addmg to our enjoy
ment of poetry: any more than we ask of ethical theory 
that it shall have a direct apphcanon to and mfluence upon 
human behaVIour. Critical speculation, like philosophical 
speculatiOn and scienn£c research, must be free to follow 
1ts own course; and cannot be called upon to show mune-
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diate results ; and I beheve that the pondenng (m jud.tctous 
moderaoon) of the questtons whtch tt ratses will tend to 
enhance our enjoyment. 

That there ts an analogy between mysttcal expenence 
and some of the ways m which poetry ts wntten I do not 
deny; and I thmk that the Abbe Bremond has observed 
very well the dtfferences as well as the hkenesses; though, 
as I have satd, whether the analogy is of sigruficance for the 
student of rehgton, or only to the psychologtst, I do not 
know. I know, for mstance, that some forms of ill-health, 
debility or anaenua, may (tf other ctrcumstances are favour
able) produce an efflux of poetry m a way approachmg the 
cond10on of automattc wnong-though, m contrast to the 
clatms somettmes made for the latter, the matenal has 
obVIously been mcubatmg Withm the poet, and cannot be 
suspected ofbemg a present from a fnendly or tmpertment 
demon. What one wntes m thts way may succeed m 
standmg the examinatton of a more normal state of rnmd; 
tt gtves me the tmpresston, as I have just satd, of havmg 
undergone a long mcubauon, though we do not know 
unnl the shell breaks what land of egg we have been 
stttmg on. To me tt seems that at these moments, whtch 
are charactensed by the sudden hfung of the burden of 
anxJ.ety and fear whtch presses upon our datly hfe so 
steadtly that we are unaware of it, what happens ts 
somethmg negative . that ts to say, not 'msptratton' as we 
commonly thmk of tt, but the breakmg down of strong 
habitual barners-wlnch tend to re-form very qmckly.1 

11 should hke to quote a confirmation of my own expenence from 
Mr. A. E. Housman's Name and Nature of Poetry. 'In short I thmk that 
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Some obstrucnon is momentanly whisked away. The 

accompanying feeling IS less hk.e what we know as posinve 
pleasure, than a sudden rehef from an mtolerable burden. I 
agree wtth Bremond, and perhaps go even further, m 
findmg that thts disturbance of our quonchan character 
which results m an incantanon, an outburst of words whtch 
we hardly recogmse as our own (because of the effortless

ness), is a very dtfferent clung from mysttcal illummanon . .  
The latter 1s a VIsion which may be accomparued by the

· 

realisation that you will never be able to commumcate 1t to 
anyone else, or even by the reahsanon that when 1t 1s past 
you will not be able to recall It to yourself; the former ts 
not a VIston but a monon termmanng m an arrangement of 
words on paper. 

But I should add one reservation. I should hesitate to say 
that the expenence at which I have hmted IS responstble 
for the creation of all the most profound poetry wntten, 
or even always of the best of a smgle poet's work. For all I 
know, 1t may have much more stgruficance for the psycho
logist' s understanding of a parncular poet, or of one poet in 
a certam phase, than It has for anyone's understandrng of 

the producnon of poerry, m 1ts first stage, 1s less an acnve than a pass1ve 
and mvoluntary process; and If I were obhged, not to define poetry, 
but to name the class of thmgs to wluch 1t belongs, I should call 1t a 
secretton; whether a natural secretton, hke turpentine m the fir, or a 
morb1d secrenon, hke the pearl m the oyster. I chmk chat my own case, 

though I may not deal Wlth the matter so cleverly as the oyster does, lS 

the latter; because I have seldom wntten poetry unless I was rather out 
of health. and the expenence, though pleasurable, was generally 
ag1tattng and exhaustmg ' I take added sansfacnon m the fact that I only 
read Mr. Housman's essay some rune afi:er my own hnes were written. 
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poetry. Some finer mmds, mdeed, may operate very 
d!fferently; I cannot think of Shakespeare or Dante as 

havmg been dependent upon such capncious releases. 
Perhaps tlns throws no hght on poetry at all I am not even 
sure that the poetry wruch I have wntten m tlus way 1s the 
best that I have wntten; and so far as I know, no cnnc has 
ever tdentified the passages I have in mmd. The way m 
which poetry 1s wntten 1s not, so far as our knowledge of 
these obscure matters as yet extends, any clue to us value. 
But, as Norton wrote m a letter to Dr. L. P. Jacks m 1907, 
'I have no behef that such VIews as mine are hkely Wlthm 
any reasonable nme to be held by a constderable body of 
men' ; for people are always ready to grasp at any gwde 
wruch will help them to recogmse the best poetry Without 
havmg to depend upon the1r own sens1bility and taste. 
The fatth m mysncal msprranon is responsible for the 
exaggerated repute of Kubla Khan. The imagery of that 
fragment, certatnly, whatever 1ts origins m Colendge's 
readmg, sank to the depths of Colendge's feeling, was 
saturated, transformed there-'those are pearls that were 
lus eyes'-and brought up mto dayhght agam. But lt 1s not 
used: the poem has not been wntten. A smgle verse 1s not 
poetry unless 1t 1s a one-verse poem; and even the finest hne 
draws lts hfe from 1ts �ontext. Organtsation 1s necessary as 
well as 'msprranon'. The re-creanon of word and image 
wluch happens fitfully m the poetry of such a poet as Cole
ndge happens almost mcessantly with Shakespeare. Agam 
and agam, in his use of a word, he will g1ve a new meanmg 
or extract a latent one; agam and agam the right tmagery, 
saturated whlle 1t lay in the depths of Shakespeare's 
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memory, will nse hke Anadyomene from the sea. In 
Shakespeare's poetry chis reborn image or word Will have 
1ts rational use and justification; in much good poetry the 
orgamsatton will not reach to so ratiOnal a level. I WJ..ll take 
an example which I have used elsewhere: I am glad of the 
opporturuty to use it again, as on the preVIous occasion I 
had an inaccurate text. It is from Chapman's Bussy 
D'Ambois: 

'Fly where the evenmg from the !henan vales 
Takes on her swarthy shoulders Hecate 
Crowned With a grove of oaks: fly where men feel 
The burning axletree, and those that suffer 
Beneath the chanot of the snowy Bear . . .  . '  

Chapman borrowed this, as Dr. Boas pomts out, from 
Seneca's Hercules (Eteus : 

'die sub Aurora posttls Sabaets 
me sub occasu positls Hlbens 
qwque sub plaustro patiuntur ursae 
quique fervent! quaountur axe' 

and probably also from the same author's Hercules Furens: 
'sub ortu sohs, an sub cardme 
glactalis ursae?' 

There is first the probability that thls tmagery had some 
personal saturation value, so to speak, for Seneca; another 
for Chapman, and another for myself, who have borrowed 
it twice from Chapman. I suggest that what gives it such 
mtensity as 1t has m each case lS its saturaoon-1 will not 
say with 'assoctations', for I do not want to revert to 
Hartley-but with feelings too obscure for the authors 
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even to know qwte what they were. And of course only a 

pare of an author's imagery comes from his reading. It 
comes from the whole oflns sensinve hfe smce early cluld
hood. Why, for all of us, out of all that we have heard, 
seen, felt, in a lifenme, do certam tmages recur, charged 
with emonon, rather than ochers? The song of one bird, 
the leap of one fish, at a particular place and nme, the scent 
of one flower, an old woman on a German mountain path, 
�IX ruffians seen through an open window playing cards at 
rught at a small French ratlway juncnon where there was a 
water-mlll. such memories may have symbohc value, hut 
of what we cannot tell, for they come to represent the 
'depths of feehng mto whtch we cannot peer. We nught 
JUSt as well ask why, when we try to recall visually some 
penod in the past, we find in our memory just the few 
meagre arbitrarily chosen set of snapshots that we do find 
there, the faded poor souverurs of passionate moments.1 

Thus far 1s as far as my expenence will take me m thts 
d!rection. My purpose has not been to examine thoroughly 
any one type of theory of poetry, still less to confute it; but 

' rather to indicate the kinds of defect and excess that we 
must expect to find in each, and to suggest that the current 

, tendency 1s to expect too much, rather than too little, of 

1 In chapter xxu of Princ1pfes of Literary Criticism Mr. Rlchards dts
cusses these matters in Ius own way. As evtdence that there are other 
approaches as well, see a very mterestmg arncle Le symbolisme et I' 8me 
pr1m1tive by E. Cailliet and J. A Bede m the Revue de litterature com
paree for Apnl-June 1932. The authors, who have done field-work m 
Madagascar, apply the theories of Levy-Bruhl : the pre-logical men
tality persists m CtVllised man, but becomes avatlable only to or through 
the poet. 
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poetry. No one of us, when he thinks about poetry, 1s 

without Ius own bias; and Abbe Bremond's preoccupation 
w1th mysticism and Mr. R.tchards' s lack of interest m 
theology are equally sigmficant. One vmce was raised, m 

our ttme, to express a view of a different kmd; that of a 
man who wrote several remarkable poems mmself, and who 
also had an aptitude for theology. It IS that ofT. E. Hulme: 

'There Is a general tendency to think that verse means 
httle else than the expression of llDsansfied emonon. 
People say: "But how can you have verse without senti
ment?" You see what it Is ; the prospect alarms them. A 
classical revtval to them would mean the,prospect of an 
and desert and the death of poetry as they understand It, 
and could only come to fill the gulf caused by that death. 
Exactly why this dry classical spmt should have a pos1tt.ve 
and legtnmate necessity to express Itself m poetry 1s utterly 
mconcetvable to them . . . .  The great atm 1s accurate, pre
elSe and defimte descnpn.on. The first thmg 1s to reahse how 
extraordmanly difficult crus IS. . . . Language has ltS own 
spectal nature, 1ts own conventtons and communal ideas. 
It 1s only by a concentrated effort of the mmd that you can 

hold it fixed to your own purpose.' 
This ts, we must remark at once, not a general theory of 

poetry, but an assern.on of the clatms of a parn.cular land of 
poetry for the wnter' s own nme. It may serve to remind w 

how vanous are the kmds of poetry, and how variowly 
poetry may appeal to different minds and generations 
equally quahfied to appreciate 1t. 

The extreme of theonsmg about the nature of poetry, 
the essence of poetry tf there is any, belongs to the study of 
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aesthetics and 1s no concern of the poet or of a cnnc w1th 

my hnuted quaL.ficaoons. Whether the self-consciOusness 
mvolved m aesthencs and m psychology does , not nsk 
violanng the frontier of consctousness, 1s a question which 
I need not raxse here; 1t 1s perhaps only my pnvate eccen
tnctty to beheve that such researches are perilous tf not 
gutded by sound theology. The poet ts much more VItally 

concerned wtth the soc1al 'uses' of poetry, and wtth his own 
place m society; and tlus problem ts now perhaps more 
Importunately pressed upon Ius conscious attention than 
at any prev10us time. The uses of poetry certamly vary as 
society alters, as the pubhc to be addressed changes. In thts 
context somethmg should be satd about �e vexed question 
of obscunty and urnntelligtbthty. The chfficulty of poetry 
(and modem poetry ts supposed to be difficult) may be due 
to one of several reasons. First, there may be personal 
causes which make lt tmposstble for a poet to express rum
self m any but an obscure way; whlle tlus may be regret
table, we should be glad, I thmk, that the man has been 
able to express himself at all. Or chfficulty may be due JUSt 

to novelty: we know the ndtcule accorded m turn to 
Wordsworth, Shelley and Keats, Tennyson and Browning 
-but must remark that Browrnng was the first co be called 
chfficult; hosole critics of the earher poets found them 
dt.fficult, hue called them silly. Or dt£6.culty may be caused 
by the reader's havmg been told, or havmg suggested to 
lumself, that the poem ts gomg to prove d.t.fficulc. The 
ordmary reader, when warned agamst the obscunty of a 
poem, 1s apt to be thrown mto a state of constematton very 

unfavourable to poetic receptiVIty. Instead ofbegmning, as 

ISO 



C O N C L U S I O N  

he should, m a state of sensttlVlty, he obfuscates Ius semes 
by the destre to be clever and to look very hard for some
thmg, he doesn't know what-or else by the deme not to 
be taken m. There 1s such a thmg as stage fnght, but what 
such readers have 1s ptt or gallery fnght. The more seasoned 
reader, he who has reached, m these matters, a state of 
greater purity, does not bother about understandmg; not, at 
least, at first. I know that some of the poetry to winch I 
am most devoted 1s poetry winch I dtd not understand at 

first readmg; some 1S poetry whtch I am not sure I under
stand yet: for mstance, Shakespeare's. And finally, there IS 

the difficulty caused by the author's havmg left out some
thing whtch the reader 1s used to findmg; so that the reader, 
beWildered, gropes about for what 1s absent, and puzzles 
hts head for a kmd of 'meaning' whtch 1s not there, and ts 
not meant to be there. 

The chtef use of the 'meanmg' of a poem, m the ordmary 
sense, may be (for here agam I am speakmg of some kmds 
of poetry and not all) to sattsfy one habit of the reader, to 
keep Ius nund diverted and qwet, whtle the poem does 1ts 
work upon htm: much as the Imagmary burglar is always 
prov1ded with a btt of ruce meat for the house-dog. Thts ts 
a normal situation of whtch I approve. But the minds of all 
poets do not work that way; some of them, assuming that 
there are other nunds hke thetr own, become Impattent of 
this 'meanmg' whtch seems superfluous, and perceive pos
stbilities of mtenstty through 1ts ehmmatton. I am not 

assertmg that tlus sttuatton IS tdeal; �:mly that we must 

write our poetry as we ca,n, and take it as we find lt, It may 
be that for some periOds of sooety a more relaxed form of 
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wntmg 1s nght, and for others a more concentrated. I be
lieve that there must be many people who feel, as I do, that 
the effect of some of the greater nmeteenth-century poets IS 
dimirushed by their bulk. Who now, for the pure pleasure 
of 1t, reads Wordsworth, Shelley and Keats even, cer
tamly Browrung and Swmbume and most of the French 
poets of the century-entire? I by no means beheve that 
the 'long poem' 1s a thmg of the past; but at least there must 
be more m 1t for the length than our grandparents seemed to 
demand; and for us, anything that can be sa�d as well m 

prose can be said better m prose. And a great deal, m the 
way of meanmg, belongs to prose rather than to poetry. 
The doctnne of' art for art's sake', a mistaken one, and more 
adverosed than practised, contamed trus true 1mpulse be
hmd 1t, that 1t 1s a recogmtton of the error of the poet's 
trymg to do other people's work. But poetry has as much 
to learn from prose as from other poetry; and I thmk that 
an mteraction between prose and verse, hke the mteractlon 
between language and language, 1s a cond!non of Vltahty m 
hterature. 

To return to the question of obscunty: when all excep
tions have been made, and after adrrutting the poSSible 
eXIstence of minor 'difficult' poets whose pubhc must 
always be small, I beheve that the poet naturally prefers to 
write for as large and miscellaneous an audience as possible, 
and that 1t is the half-educated and ill-educated, rather than 
the uneducated, who stand m h1s way: I myself should like 
an audience which could neither read nor write.1 The most 

10n the subject of educaaon, there are some helpful remarks 1ll 
Lawrence's Fantasia of the Unconse�ous. 
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useful poetry, soctally, would be one wluch could cut 
across all the present stratt.ftcattons of public taste-stratJ.
£cattons wluch are perhaps a s1gn of soctal dlsmregrauon. 
The Ideal medium for poetry, to my mmd, and the most 
direct means of soctal 'usefulness' for poetry, IS the theatre. 
In a play of Shakespeare you get several levels of stgm
fi.cance. For the simplest auditors there ts the plot, for the 
more thoughtful the character and conflict of character, for 
the more literary the words and phrasmg, for the more 
musically sensinve the rhythm, and for auditors of greater 
sensmveness and undersrandmg a meanmg wluch reveals 
Itself gradually. And I do not believe that the classtfi.catJ.on 
of audience 1s so clear-cut as tlus; but rather that the sensi
tiveness of every audttor 1s acted upon by all these elements 
at once, though m chfferent degrees of consciOusness. At 
none of these levels 1s the auditor bothered by the presence 
of that wluch he does not understand, or by the presence of 
that in wluch he 1s not interested. I may make my mearung 
a httle clearer by a stmple mscance. I once destgned, and 
drafted a couple of scenes, of a verse play. My mtenuon 
was to have one character whose senstbthty and mtelh
gence should be on the plane of the most sensitive and in
telligent members of the audience; Ius speeches should be 
addressed to them as much as to the other personages m 

the play-or rather, should be addressed to the latter, who 
were to be matertal, hteral-mmded and vlSlonless, with 
the consctousness ofbemg overheard by the former. There 
was to be an understandmg between thts protagonist and a 
small number of the audience, whtle the rest of the audience 
would share the responses of the other characters m the play. 
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Perhaps this IS all too dehberate, but one must experiment 
as one can. 

Every poet would hke, I fancy, to be able to thmk that 
he had some d1rect social utility. By this, as I hope I have 
already made clear, I do not mean that he should meddle 
with the tasks of the theologian, the preacher, the econo-

, nust, the soc10logrst or anybody else; that he should do 
anythmg but wnte poetry, poetry not defined m terms of 
somethmg else. He would hke to be someclung of a 

popular entertamer, and be able to thmk lus own thoughts 
belund a tragic or a cormc mask. He would hke to convey 
the pleasures of poetry, not only to a larger audience, but 
to larger groups of people collecnvely, and the theatre Is 

the best place m wruch to do 1t. There ought, one fanc1es, 
be some fulfilment m excitmg this communal pleasure, to 
giVe an lffimedrate compensation for the pams of tunung 
blood into ink. As thmgs are, and as fundamentally they 
must always be, poetry IS not a career, but a mug's game. 
No honest poet can ever feel qmte sure of the permanent 
value of what he has wntten. he may have wasted Ius nme 
and messed up h.ts hfe for nothmg. All the better, then, If 
he could have at least the sansfacnon of havmg a part to 
play m soc1ety as worthy as that of the music-hall comedian. 
Furthermore, the theatre, by the techrucal exactions wh.tch 
1t makes and lmutations wlnch it !IDposes upon the author, 
by the obhganon to keep for a defirute length of nme the 
sustamed mterest of a large and unprepared and not wholly 
percepnve group of people, by us problems which have 
constantly to be solved, has enough to keep the poet's 
conscious rmnd fully occup1ed, as the pamter' s by the maru-
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pulacion of lus tools. If, beyond keeping the mterest of a 

crowd of people for that length of ttme, the author can 
make a play wluch Is real poetry, so much the better. 

I have not attempted any defirutwn of poetry, because I 
can clnnk of none whrch does not assume that the reader 
already knows what It 1s, or wluch does not falsify by 
leavmg out much more than it can mclude. Poetry begms, 
I dare say, With a savage beattng a drum m a Jungle, and tt 
retams that essential of percussion and rhythm; hyper
bohcally one might say that the poet ts older than other 
human bemgs-but I do not want to be tempted to endmg 
on clns sort of flourish. I have mststed rather on the variety 
of poetry, vartety so great that all the kmds seem to have 
noclnng in common except the rhythm of verse instead of 
the rhythm of prose: and that does not tell you much about 
all poetry. Poetry 1s of course not to be defined by us uses. 
If It commemorates a pubhc occasiOn, or celebrates a 
fesnval, or decorates a rehgious nee, or amuses a crowd, so 
much the better. It may effect revolunons m senstbthty_ 
such as are penod.tcally needed; may help to break up the 
conventional modes of perception and valuanon wluch are 
perpetually fornung, and make people see the world 
afresh, or some new part of 1t. It may make us from nme 
to time a httle more aware of the deeper, unnamed feelmgs 
whrch form the substratum of our bemg, to which we 
rarely penetrate; for our hves are mostly a constant evasion 
of ourselves, and an evaston of the vlSlble and sensible' 
world. But to say all this is only to say what you know' 
already, if you have felt poetry and thought about your1 
feelings . And I fear that I have already, throughout thesei 
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lectures, trespassed beyond the bounds wluch a httle self
knowledge tells me are my proper frontter. If, as James 

Thomson observed, 'hps only smg when they cannot km', 
1t may also be that poets only talk when they cannot sing. 

I am content to leave my theonsmg about poetry at 
tlus pomt. The sad ghost of Colendge beckons to me from 

the shadows 
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