
The Romantic Period 
1785-1830 

1789—1815: Revolutionary and Napoleonic period in France.—1789: 
The Revolution begins with the assembly of the States-
General in May and the storming of the Bastille on July 14 .— 
1793: King Louis XVI executed; England joins the alliance 
against France.—1793—94: The Reign of Terror under 
Robespierre. 1804: Napoleon crowned emperor.—1815: 
Napoleon defeated at Waterloo 

1807: British slave trade outlawed (slavery abolished throughout 
the empire, including the West Indies, twenty-six years 
later) 

1811—20: The Regency—George, Prince of Wales, acts as regent for 
George III, who has been declared incurably insane 

1819: Peterloo Massacre 
1820: Accession of George IV 

The Romantic period, though by far the shortest, is at least as complex and 
diverse as any other period in British literary history. For much of the twentieth 
century, scholars singled out five poets—Wordsworth, Coleridge, Byron, Percy 
Shelley, and Keats, adding Blake belatedly to make a sixth—and constructed 
notions of a unified Romanticism on the basis of their works. But there were 
problems all along: even the two closest collaborators of the 1790s, Words-
worth and Coleridge, would fit no single definition; Byron despised both Cole-
ridge's philosophical speculations and Wordsworth's poetry; Shelley and Keats 
were at opposite poles from each other stylistically and philosophically; Blake 
was not at all like any of the other five. 

Nowadays, although the six poets remain, by most measures of canonicity, 
the principal canonical figures, we recognize a greater range of accomplish-
ments. In 1798, the year of Wordsworth and Coleridge's first Lyrical Ballads, 
neither of the authors had much of a reputation; Wordsworth was not even 
included among the 1,112 entries in David Rivers's Literary Memoirs of Living 
Authors of Great Britain of that year, and Lyrical Ballads was published anon-
ymously because, as Coleridge told the publisher, "Wordsworth's name is 
nothing-—to a large number of people mine stinks." Some of the best-regarded 
poets of the time were women—Anna Barbauld, Charlotte Smith, Mary Rob-
inson—and Wordsworth and Coleridge (junior colleagues of Robinson when 
she was poetry editor of the Morning Post in the late 1790s) looked up to them 
and learned their craft from them. The rest of the then-established figures 
were the later eighteenth-century poets who are printed at the end of volume 
1 of this anthology—Gray, Collins, Crabbe, and Cowper in particular. Only 
Byron, among the now-canonical poets, was instantly famous; and Felicia 
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Hemans and Letitia Landon ran him a close race as best-sellers. The Romantic 
period had a great many more participants than the six principal male poets 
and was shaped by a multitude of political, social, and economic changes. 

REVOLUTION AND REACTION 

Following a widespread practice of historians of English literature, we use 
"Romantic period" to refer to the span between the year 1785, the midpoint 
of the decade in which Samuel Johnson died and Blake, Burns, and Smith 
published their first poems, and 1830, by which time the major writers of the 
preceding century were either dead or no longer productive. This was a tur-
bulent period, during which England experienced the ordeal of change from 
a primarily agricultural society, where wealth and power had been concen-
trated in the landholding aristocracy, to a modern industrial nation. And this 
change occurred in a context of revolution—first the American and then the 
more radical French—and of war, of economic cycles of inflation and depres-
sion, and of the constant threat to the social structure from imported revolu-
tionary ideologies to which the ruling classes responded by the repression of 
traditional liberties. 

The early period of the French Revolution, marked by the Declaration of 
the Rights of Man and the storming of the Bastille, evoked enthusiastic sup-
port from English liberals and radicals alike. Three important books epitomize 
the radical social thinking stimulated by the Revolution. Mary Wollstonecraft's 
A Vindication of the Rights of Men (1790) justified the French Revolution 
against Edmund Burke's attack in his Reflections on the Revolution in France 
(1790). Tom Paine's Rights of Man (1791-92) also advocated for England a 
democratic republic that was to be achieved, if lesser pressures failed, by pop-
ular revolution. More important as an influence on Wordsworth and Percy 
Shelley was William Godwin's Enquiry Concerning Political Justice (1793), 
which foretold an inevitable but peaceful evolution of society to a final stage 
in which property would be equally distributed and government would wither 
away. But English sympathizers dropped off as the Revolution followed its 
increasingly grim course: the accession to power by Jacobin extremists, intent 
on purifying their new republic by purging it of its enemies; the "September 
Massacres" of the imprisoned nobility in 1792, followed by the execution of 
the king and queen; the new French Republic's invasion of the Rhineland and 
the Netherlands, which brought England into the war against France; the 
guillotining of thousands in the Reign of Terror under Robespierre; and, after 
the execution in their turn of the men who had directed the Terror, the emer-
gence of Napoleon, first as dictator then as emperor of France. As Wordsworth 
wrote in The Prelude, 

become Oppressors in their turn, 
Frenchmen had changed a war of self-defence 
For one of Conquest, losing sight of all 
Which they had struggled for (11.206-09) 

Napoleon, the brilliant tactician whose rise through the ranks of the army had 
seemed to epitomize the egalitarian principles of the Revolution, had become 
an arch-aggressor, a despot, and would-be founder of a new imperial dynasty. 
By 1800 liberals found they had no side they could wholeheartedly espouse. 
Napoleon's defeat at Waterloo in 1815 proved to be the triumph, not of 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



I N T R O D U C T I O N / 3 

progress and reform, but of reactionary despotisms throughout continental 
Europe. 

In England this was a period of harsh, repressive measures. Public meetings 
were prohibited, the right of habeas corpus (the legal principle protecting 
individuals from arbitrary imprisonment) was suspended for the first time in 
over a hundred years, and advocates of even moderate political change were 
charged with treason. Efforts during these war years to repeal the laws that 
barred Protestants who did not conform to the Anglican Church from the 
universities and government came to nothing: in the new climate of counter-
revolutionary alarm, it was easy to portray even a slight abridgement of the 
privileges of the established Church as a measure that, validating the Jacobins' 
campaigns to de-Christianize France, would aid the enemy cause. Another 
early casualty of this counterrevolution was the movement to abolish the slave 
trade, a cause supported initially by a wide cross-section of English society. 
In the 1780s and 1790s numerous writers, both white (Barbauld, Robinson, 
Coleridge, and Wordsworth) and black (Ottobah Cugoano and Olaudah Equi-
ano), attacked the greed of the owners of the West Indian sugar plantations 
and detailed the horrors of the traffic in African flesh that provided them with 
their labor power. But the bloodshed that accompanied political change in 
France strengthened the hand of apologists for slavery, by making any manner 
of reform seem the prelude to violent insurrection. Parliament rejected a bill 
abolishing the trade in 1791, and sixteen years—marked by slave rebellions 
and by the planters' brutal reprisals—elapsed before it passed a new version 
of the bill. 

The frustration of the abolitionist cause is an emblematic chapter in the 
larger story of how a reactionary government sacrificed hopes of reform while 
it mobilized the nation's resources for war. Yet this was the very time when 
economic and social changes were creating a desperate need for corresponding 
changes in political arrangements. For one thing, new classes inside 
England—manufacturing rather than agricultural—were beginning to 
demand a voice in government proportionate to their wealth. The "Industrial 
Revolution"—the shift in manufacturing that resulted from the invention of 
power-driven machinery to replace hand labor—had begun in the mid-
eighteenth century with improvements in machines for processing textiles, and 
was given immense impetus when James Watt perfected the steam engine in 
1765. In the succeeding decades steam replaced wind and water as the primary 
source of power for all sorts of manufacturing processes, beginning that 
dynamic of ever-accelerating economic expansion and technological devel-
opment that we still identify as the hallmark of the modern age. A new laboring 
population massed in sprawling mill towns such as Manchester, whose pop-
ulation increased by a factor of five in fifty years. In agricultural communities 
the destruction of home industry was accompanied by the acceleration of the 
process of enclosing open fields and wastelands (usually, in fact, "commons" 
that had provided the means of subsistence for entire communities) and incor-
porating them into larger, privately owned holdings. Enclosure was by and 
large necessary for the more efficient methods of agriculture required to feed 
the nation's growing population (although some of the land that the wealthy 
acquired through parliamentary acts of enclosure they in fact incorporated 
into their private estates). But enclosure was socially destructive, breaking up 
villages, creating a landless class who either migrated to the industrial towns 
or remained as farm laborers, subsisting on starvation wages and the little they 
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could obtain from parish charity. The landscape of England began to take on 
its modern appearance—the hitherto open rural areas subdivided into a 
checkerboard of fields enclosed by hedges and stone walls, with the factories 
of the cities casting a pall of smoke over vast areas of cheaply built houses and 
slum tenements. Meanwhile, the population was increasingly polarized into 
what Disraeli later called the "Two Nations"—the two classes of capital and 
labor, the rich and the poor. 

No attempt was made to regulate this shift from the old economic world to 
the new, since even liberal reformers were committed to the philosophy of 
laissez-faire. This theory of "let alone," set out in Adam Smith's The Wealth 
of Nations in 1776, holds that the general welfare can be ensured only by the 
free operation of economic laws; the government should maintain a policy of 
strict noninterference and leave people to pursue, unfettered, their private 
interests. On the one hand, laissez-faire thinking might have helped pave the 
way for the long-postponed emancipation of the slave population of the West 
Indies; by 1833, when Parliament finally ended slavery, the anomaly that their 
unfree labor represented for the new economic and social orthodoxies evi-
dently had become intolerable. But for the great majority of the laboring class 
at home, the results of laissez-faire and the "freedom" of contract it secured 
were inadequate wages and long hours of work under harsh discipline and in 
sordid conditions. Investigators' reports on the coal mines, where male and 
female children of ten or even five years of age were harnessed to heavy coal-
sledges that they dragged by crawling on their hands and knees, read like 
scenes from Dante's Inferno. With the end of the war in 1815, the nation's 
workforce was enlarged by demobilized troops at the very moment when 
demand for manufactured goods, until now augmented by the needs of the 
military, fell dramatically. The result was an unemployment crisis that per-
sisted through the 1820s. Since the workers had no vote and were prevented 
by law from unionizing, their only recourses were petitions, protest meetings, 
and riots, to which the ruling class responded with even more repressive mea-
sures. The introduction of new machinery into the mills resulted in further 
loss of jobs, provoking sporadic attempts by the displaced workers to destroy 
the machines. After one such outbreak of "Luddite" machine-breaking, the 
House of Lords—despite Byron's eloquent protest—passed a bill (1812) mak-
ing death the penalty for destroying the frames used for weaving in the stocking 
industry. In 1819 hundreds of thousands of workers organized meetings to 
demand parliamentary reform. In August of that year, a huge but orderly 
assembly at St. Peter's Fields, Manchester, was charged by saber-wielding 
troops, who killed nine and severely injured hundreds more; this was the noto-
rious "Peterloo Massacre," so named with sardonic reference to the Battle of 
Waterloo, and condemned by Shelley in his poem for the working class 
"England in 1819." 

Suffering was largely confined to the poor, however, while the landed classes 
and industrialists prospered. So did many merchants, who profited from the 
new markets opened up as the British Empire expanded aggressively, com-
pensating with victories against the French for the traumatic loss of America 
in 1783. England's merchants profited, too, thanks to the marketing successes 
that, over time, converted once-exotic imports from these colonies into every-
day fare for the English. In the eighteenth century tea and sugar had been 
transformed in this way, and in the nineteenth century other commodities 
followed suit: the Indian muslin, for instance, that was the fabric of choice 
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for gentlemen's cravats and fashionable ladies' gowns, and the laudanum 
(Indian opium dissolved in alcohol) that so many ailing writers of the period 
appear to have found irresistible. The West End of London and new seaside 
resorts like Brighton became in the early nineteenth century consumers' par-
adises, sites where West Indian planters and nabobs (a Hindi word that 
entered English as a name for those who owed their fortunes to Indian gain) 
could be glimpsed displaying their purchasing power in a manner that made 
them moralists' favorite examples of nouveau riche vulgarity. The word shop-
ping came into English usage in this era. Luxury villas sprang up in London, 
and the prince regent, who in 1820 became George IV, built himself palaces 
and pleasure domes, retreats from his not very onerous public responsibilities. 

But even, or especially, in private life at home, the prosperous could not 
escape being touched by the great events of this period. French revolutionary 
principles were feared by English conservatives almost as much for their chal-
lenge to the "proper" ordering of the relations between men and women as for 
their challenge to traditional political arrangements. Yet the account of what 
it meant to be English that developed in reaction to this challenge—an 
account emphasizing the special virtues of the English sense of home and 
family—was in its way equally revolutionary. The war that the English waged 
almost without intermission between 1793 and 1815 was one that in an 
unprecedented manner had a "home front": the menaced sanctuary of the 
domestic fireside became the symbol of what the nation's military might was 
safeguarding. What popularity the monarchy held on to during this turbulent 
period was thus a function not of the two King Georges' traditional exercise 
of a monarch's sovereign powers but instead of the publicity, tailored to suit 
this nationalist rhetoric, that emphasized each one's domestic bliss within a 
"royal family." Conceptions of proper femininity altered as well under the 
influence of this new idealization and nationalization of the home, this project 
(as Burke put it) of "binding up the constitution of our country with our dearest 
domestic ties." 

And that alteration both put new pressures on women and granted them 
new opportunities. As in earlier English history, women in the Romantic 
period were provided only limited schooling, were subjected to a rigid code of 
sexual behavior, and (especially after marriage) were bereft of legal rights. In 
this period women began, as well, to be deluged by books, sermons, and mag-
azine articles that insisted vehemently on the physical and mental differences 
between the sexes and instructed women that, because of these differences, 
they should accept that their roles in life involved child rearing, housekeeping, 
and nothing more. (Of course, in tendering this advice promoters of female 
domesticity conveniently ignored the definitions of duty that industrialists 
imposed on the poor women who worked in their mills.) Yet a paradoxical 
byproduct of the connections that the new nationalist rhetoric forged between 
the well-being of the state and domestic life was that the identity of the patriot 
became one a woman might attempt, with some legitimacy, to claim. Within 
the framework created by the new accounts of English national identity, a 
woman's private virtues now had a public relevance. They had to be seen as 
crucial to the nation's welfare. Those virtues might well be manifested in the 
work of raising patriotic sons, but, as the thousands of women in this period 
who made their ostensibly natural feminine feelings of pity their alibi for par-
ticipation in abolitionism demonstrated, they could be turned to nontradi-
tional uses as well. 
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The new idea that, as the historian Linda Colley has put it, a woman's place 
was not simply in the home but also in the nation could also justify or at least 
extenuate the affront to proper feminine modesty represented by publication— 
by a woman's entry into the public sphere of authorship. "Bluestockings"— 
educated women—remained targets of masculine scorn. This became, none-
theless, the first era in literary history in which women writers began to com-
pete with men in their numbers, sales, and literary reputations: just in the 
category of poetry, some nine hundred women are listed in J. R. de J. Jackson's 
comprehensive bibliography, Romantic Poetry by Women. These female 
authors had to tread carefully, to be sure, to avoid suggesting that (as one male 
critic fulminated) they wished the nation's "affectionate wives, kind mothers, 
and lovely daughters" to be metamorphosed into "studious philosophers" and 
"busy politicians." And figures like Wollstonecraft, who in the Vindication of 
the Rights of Woman grafted a radical proposal about gender equality onto a 
more orthodox argument about the education women needed to be proper 
mothers, remained exceptional. Later women writers tended cautiously to 
either ignore her example or define themselves against it. 

Only in the Victorian period would Wollstonecraft's cause of women's rights 
rally enough support for substantial legal reform to begin, and that process 
would not be completed until the twentieth century. In the early nineteenth 
century the pressures for political reform focused on the rights of men, as 
distinct from women. Middle-class and working-class men, entering into stra-
tegic and short-lived alliances, made the restructuring of the British electoral 
system their common cause. Finally, at a time of acute economic distress, and 
after unprecedented disorders that threatened to break out into revolution, 
the first Reform Bill was passed in 1832. It did away with the rotten boroughs 
(depopulated areas whose seats in the House of Commons were at the disposal 
of a few noblemen), redistributed parliamentary representation to include the 
industrial cities, and extended the franchise. Although about half the middle 
class, almost all the working class, and all women remained without a vote, 
the principle of the peaceful adjustment of conflicting interests by parliamen-
tary majority had been firmly established. Reform was to go on, by stages, until 
Britain acquired universal adult suffrage in 1928. 

"THE SPIRIT OF THE AGE" 

Writers working in the period 1785—1830 did not think of themselves as 
"Romantic"; the word was not applied until half a century later, by English 
historians. Contemporary reviewers treated them as independent individuals, 
or else grouped them (often maliciously, but with some basis in fact) into a 
number of separate schools: the "Lake School" of Wordsworth, Coleridge, and 
Robert Southey; the "Cockney School," a derogatory term for the Londoners 
Leigh Hunt, William Hazlitt, and associated writers, including Keats; and the 
"Satanic School" of Percy Shelley, Ryron, and their followers. 

Many writers, however, felt that there was something distinctive about their 
time—not a shared doctrine or literary quality, but a pervasive intellectual and 
imaginative climate, which some of them called "the spirit of the age." They 
had the sense that (as Keats wrote) "Great spirits now on earth are sojourning," 
and that there was evidence of the experimental boldness that marks a literary 
renaissance. In his "Defence of Poetry" Shelley claimed that the literature of 
the age "has arisen as it were from a new birth," and that "an electric life 
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burns" within the words of its best writers, "less their spirit than the spirit of 
the age." He explained this spirit as an accompaniment of revolution, and 
others agreed. Francis Jeffrey, the foremost conservative reviewer of the day, 
connected "the revolution in our literature" with "the agitations of the French 
Revolution, and the discussions as well as the hopes and terrors to which it 
gave occasion." Hazlitt, who devoted a series of essays entitled The S-pirit of 
the Age to assessing his contemporaries, maintained that the new poetry of 
the school of Wordsworth "had its origin in the French Revolution." 

The imagination of many Romantic-period writers was preoccupied with 
revolution, and from that fact and idea they derived the framework that ena-
bled them to think of themselves as inhabiting a distinctive period in history. 
The deep familiarity that many late-eighteenth-century Englishmen and 
-women had with the prophetic writings of the Bible contributed from the 
start to their readiness to attribute a tremendous significance to the political 
transformations set in motion in 1789. Religious belief predisposed many to 
view these convulsions as something more than local historical events and to 
cast them instead as harbingers of a new age in the history of all human beings. 
Seeing the hand of God in the events in France and understanding those 
events as the fulfillment of prophecies of the coming millennium came easily 
to figures such as Barbauld, Coleridge, Wollstonecraft, and, above all, Blake: 
all were affiliated with the traditions of radical Protestant Dissent, in which 
accounts of the imminence of the Apocalypse and the coming of the Kingdom 
of God had long been central. A quarter-century later, their millenarian inter-
pretation of the Revolution would be recapitulated by radical writers such as 
Percy Shelley and Hazlitt, who, though they tended to place their faith in 
notions of progress and the diffusion of knowledge and tended to identify a 
rational citizenry and not God as the moving force of history, were just as 
convinced as their predecessors were that the Revolution had marked human-
ity's chance to start history over again (a chance that had been lost but was 
perhaps recoverable). 

Another method that writers of this period took when they sought to salvage 
the millennial hopes that had, for many, been dashed by the bloodshed of the 
Terror involved granting a crucial role to the creative imagination. Some writ-
ers rethought apocalyptic transformation so that it no longer depended on the 
political action of collective humanity but depended instead (in a shift from 
the external to the internal) on the individual consciousness. The new heaven 
and earth promised in the prophecies could, in this account, be gained by the 
individual who had achieved a new, spiritualized, and visionary way of seeing. 
An apocalypse of the imagination could liberate the individual from time, from 
what Blake called the "mind-forg'd manacles" of imprisoning orthodoxies and 
from what Percy Shelley called "the curse which binds us to be subjected to 
the accident of surrounding impressions." 

Wordsworth, whose formulations of this notion of a revolution in imagi-
nation would prove immensely influential, wrote in The Prelude the classic 
description of the spirit of the early 1790s. "Europe at that time was thrilled 
with joy, / France standing on top of the golden hours, / And human nature 
seeming born again" (6.340—42). "Not favored spots alone, but the whole 
earth, / The beauty wore of promise" (6.117—18). Something of this sense of 
possibility and anticipation of spiritual regeneration (captured in that phrase 
"born again") survived the disenchantment with politics that Wordsworth 
experienced later in the decade. His sense of the emancipatory opportunities 
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brought in by the new historical moment carried over to the year 1797, when, 
working in tandem, he and Coleridge revolutionized the theory and practice 
of poetry. The product of their exuberant daily discussions was the Lyrical 
Ballads of 1798. 

POETIC THEORY AND POETIC PRACTICE 

Wordsworth undertook to justify those poems by means of a critical manifesto, 
or statement of poetic principles, which appeared first as a short Advertise-
ment in the original Lyrical Ballads and then as an extended Preface to the 
second edition in 1800, which he enlarged still further in the third edition of 
1802. In it he set himself in opposition to the literary ancien regime, those 
writers of the eighteenth century who, in his view, had imposed on poetry 
artificial conventions that distorted its free and natural expression. Many of 
Wordsworth's later critical writings were attempts to clarify, buttress, or qual-
ify points made in this first declaration. Coleridge said that the Preface was 
"half a child of my own brain"; and although he developed doubts about some 
of Wordsworth's unguarded statements, he did not question the Tightness of 
Wordsworth's attempt to overthrow the reigning tradition. Of course, many 
writers in eighteenth-century England had anticipated Wordsworth's attempt, 
as well as the definitions of the "authentic" language of poetry it assumed. Far 
from unprecedented, efforts to displace the authority of a poet such as Pope 
can be dated back to only a few years after Pope's death in 1744; by 1800 
readers were accustomed to hear, for instance, that Pope's propensities for 
satire had derailed true poetry by elevating wit over feeling. Moreover, the last 
half of the eighteenth century, a time when philosophers and moralists high-
lighted in new ways the role that emotional sensitivity ("sensibility") plays in 
mental and social life, had seen the emergence of many of the critical con-
cepts, as well as a number of the poetic subjects and forms, that later would 
be exploited by Wordsworth and his contemporaries. 

Wordsworth's Preface nevertheless deserves its reputation as a turning point 
in literary history, for Wordsworth gathered up isolated ideas, organized them 
into a coherent theory, and made them the rationale for his own achievements. 
We can safely use concepts in the Preface as points of departure for a survey 
of some of the distinctive elements in the poetry of the Romantic period— 
especially if we bear in mind that during this era of revolution definitions of 
good poetry, like definitions of the good society, were sure to create as much 
contention as consensus. 

The Concept of the Poet and the Poem 
Seeking a stable foundation on which social institutions might be constructed, 
eighteenth-century British philosophers had devoted much energy to dem-
onstrating that human nature must be everywhere the same, because it every-
where derived from individuals' shared sensory experience of an external world 
that could be objectively represented. As the century went on, however, phi-
losophers began emphasizing—and poets began developing a new language 
for—individual variations in perception and the capacity the receptive 
consciousness has to filter and to re-create reality. This was the shift Words-
worth registered when in the Preface he located the source of a poem not in 
outer nature but in the psychology of the individual poet, and specified that 
the essential materials of a poem were not the external people and events it 
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represented but the inner feelings of the author, or external objects only after 
these have been transformed by the author's feelings. Wordsworth in 1802 
described all good poetry as, at the moment of composition, "the spontaneous 
overflow of powerful feelings." Other Romantic theories concurred by refer-
ring to the mind, emotions, and imagination of the poet for the origin, content, 
and defining attributes of a poem. Using a metaphor that parallels Words-
worth's "overflow," and that Wordsworth would revive in a late poem, Mary 
Robinson and Coleridge identified some of their key poems of the 1790s as 
"effusions"—ardent outpourings of feeling. Coleridge subsequently drew on 
German precedents and introduced into English criticism an account of the 
organic form of literary works; in this account the work is conceptualized as 
a self-originating and self-organizing process, parallel to the growth of a plant, 
that begins with a seedlike idea in the poet's imagination, grows by assimilating 
both the poet's feelings and the materials of sensory experience, and evolves 
into an organic whole in which the parts are integrally related to each other 
and to the whole. 

In keeping with the view that poetry expresses the poet's feelings, the lyric 
poem written in the first person, which for much of literary history was 
regarded as a minor kind, became a major Romantic form and was often 
described as the most essentially poetic of all the genres. And in most Roman-
tic lyrics the "I" is no longer a conventionally typical lyric speaker, such as the 
Petrarchan lover or Cavalier gallant of Elizabethan and seventeenth-century 
love poems, but one who shares recognizable traits with the poet. The expe-
riences and states of mind expressed by the lyric speaker often accord closely 
with the known facts of the poet's life and the personal confessions in the 
poet's letters and journals. This reinvention of the lyric complicated estab-
lished understandings of the gender of authorship. It may not be an accident, 
some critics suggest, that Wordsworth in the Preface defines poetry as "the 
real language of men" and the Poet as a "man speaking to men": Wordsworth, 
who began to publish when women such as Robinson and Charlotte Smith 
occupied the vanguard of the new personal poetry, might have decided that 
to establish the distinctiveness of his project he needed to counterbalance his 
emphasis on his feelings with an emphasis on those feelings' "manly" dignity. 
This is not to say that women writers' relationship to the new ideas about 
poetry was straightforward either. In one of her prefaces Smith says that she 
anticipates being criticized for "bringing forward 'with querulous egotism,' the 
mention of myself." For many female poets the other challenge those ideas 
about poetry posed might have consisted in their potential to reinforce the 
old, prejudicial idea that their sex—traditionally seen as creatures of feeling 
rather than intellect—wrote about their own experiences because they were 
capable of nothing else. For male poets the risks of poetic self-revelation were 
different—and in some measure they were actively seized by those who, like 
Coleridge and Shelley, intimated darkly that the introspective tendency and 
emotional sensitivity that made someone a poet could also lead him to mel-
ancholy and madness. 

It was not only the lyric that registered these new accounts of the poet. 
Byron confounded his contemporaries' expectations about which poetic genre 
was best suited to self-revelation by inviting his audience to equate the heroes 
of Childe Harold, Manfred, and Don Juan with their author, and to see these 
fictional protagonists' experiences as disclosing the deep truths of his secret 
self. Wordsworth's Prelude represents an extreme instance of this tendency to 
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self-reference. Though the poem is of epic length and seriousness, its subject 
is not, as is customary in an epic, history on a world-changing scale but the 
growth of the poet's mind. 

The Prelude exemplifies two other important tendencies. Like Blake, Cole-
ridge in early poems, and later on Shelley, Wordsworth presents himself as, 
in his words, "a chosen son" or "Bard." That is, he assumes the persona of a 
poet-prophet, a composite figure modeled on Milton, the biblical prophets, 
and figures of a national music, the harp-playing patriots, Celtic or Anglo-
Saxon, whom eighteenth-century poets and antiquarians had located in a leg-
endary Dark Ages Britain. Adopting this bardic guise, Wordsworth puts 
himself forward as a spokesman for civilization at a time of crisis—a time, as 
Wordsworth said in The Prelude, of the "melancholy waste of hopes 
o'erthrown." (Spokesman is appropriate here: almost always, the bardic poet-
prophet was a distinctively male persona.) The Prelude is also an instance of 
a central literary form of English, as of European, Romanticism—a long work 
about the crisis and renewal of the self, recounted as the story of an interior 
journey taken in quest of one's true identity and destined spiritual home and 
vocation. Blake's Milton, Keats's Endymion and Fall of Hyperion, and, in Vic-
torian poetry, Elizabeth Barrett Browning's Aurora Leigh also exemplify this 
form. Late in the period there are equivalent developments in prose: spiritual 
autobiographies (Coleridge's Biographia Literaria, Thomas De Quincey's Con-
fessions of an English Opium Eater) undergo a revival, at the same time that 
Lamb and Hazlitt rediscover the essay as a medium of self-revelation. 

Spontaneity and the Impulses of Feeling 
Wordsworth defined good poetry not merely as the overflow but as the "spon-
taneous overflow" of feelings. In traditional poetics, poetry had been regarded 
as supremely an art—an art that in modern times is practiced by poets who 
have assimilated classical precedents, are aware of the "rules" governing the 
kind of poem they are writing, and (except for the happy touches that, as Pope 
said, are "beyond the reach of art") deliberately employ tested means to achieve 
premeditated effects on an audience. But to Wordsworth, although the com-
position of a poem originates from "emotion recollected in tranquillity" and 
may be preceded and followed by reflection, the immediate act of composition 
must be spontaneous—arising from impulse and free from rules. Keats listed 
as an "axiom" a similar proposition—that "if poetry comes not as naturally as 
the leaves to a tree it had better not come at all." 

Other Romantics voiced similar declarations of artistic independence from 
inherited precepts, sometimes in a manner involving, paradoxically, a turn 
from the here-and-now toward a remote, preliterate, and primitive past. If the 
ancient bard was a charismatic figure for many Romantics, this was in part 
because imagining the songs he might have sung made it easier to think about 
an alternative to the mundane language of modernity—about a natural, oral 
poetry, blissfully unconscious of modern decorums. (Though they chafed 
against this expectation, writers from the rural working class—Burns and later 
John Clare—could be expected, by virtue of their perceived distance from the 
restraint and refinement of civilized discourse, to play a comparable role inside 
modern culture, that of peasant poet or natural genius.) When, after Waterloo, 
writers like Byron, Hunt, and the Shelleys traveled to Italy, taking these bardic 
ideals with them, they became enthralled with the arts of the improvisatore 
and improvisatrice, men and women whose electrifying oral performances of 
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poetry involved no texts but those of immediate inspiration. One of the writers 
who praised and emulated that rhapsodic spontaneity, Percy Shelley, thought 
it "an error to assert that the finest passages of poetry are produced by labor 
and study." He suggested instead that these were the products of an uncon-
scious creativity: "A great statue or picture grows under the power of the artist 
as a child in the mother's womb." 

The emphasis in this period on the spontaneous activity of the imagination 
is linked to a belief (which links the Romantics' literary productions to the 
poetry and fiction of sensibility written earlier in the eighteenth century) in 
the essential role of passion, whether in the province of art, philosophy, or 
morality. The intuitive feelings of "the heart" had to supplement the judgments 
of the purely logical faculty, "the head." "Deep thinking," Coleridge wrote, "is 
attainable only by a man of deep feeling"; hence, "a metaphysical solution 
that does not tell you something in the heart is grievously to be suspected as 
apocryphal." 

Romantic "Nature Poetry" 
Wordsworth identified Lyrical Ballads as his effort to counteract the degra-
dation in taste that had resulted from "the increasing accumulation of men in 
cities": the revolution in style he proposed in the Preface was meant in part 
to undo the harmful effects of urbanization. Because he and many fellow 
writers kept their distance from city life, and because natural scenes so often 
provide the occasions for their writing, Romantic poetry for present-day read-
ers has become almost synonymous with "nature poetry." In the Essay that 
supplements his Preface, Wordsworth portrays himself as remedying the fail-
ings of predecessors who, he argues, were unable truthfully to depict natural 
phenomena such as a moonlit sky: from Dryden to Pope, he asserts, there are 
almost no images of external nature "from which it can be inferred that the 
eye of the Poet had been steadily fixed upon his object." Neither Romantic 
theory nor practice, however, justifies the opinion that Romantic poets valued 
description for its own sake, though many poems of the period are almost 
unmatched in their ability to capture the sensuous nuances of the natural 
scene, and the writers participated enthusiastically in the touring of pictur-
esque scenery that was a new leisure activity of their age. But in the Essay 
Supplementary to the Preface, Wordsworth's complaint against eighteenth-
century poetic imagery continues: take an image from an early-eighteenth-
century poem, and it will show no signs either, he says, that the Poet's "feelings 
had urged him to work upon it in the spirit of genuine imagination." For 
Wordsworth the ability to observe objects accurately is a necessary but not 
sufficient condition for poetry, "as its exercise supposes all the higher qualities 
of the mind to be passive, and in a state of subjection to external objects." And 
while many of the great Romantic lyrics—Wordsworth's "Tintern Abbey," 
Coleridge's "Frost at Midnight," Keats's "Nightingale," Smith's Beachy Head— 
remark on an aspect or a change of aspect in the natural scene, this serves 
only as stimulus to the most characteristic human activity, that of thinking. 
The longer Romantic "nature poems" are in fact usually meditative, using the 
presented scene to suggest a personal crisis; the organizing principle of the 
poem involves that crisis's development and resolution. 

In addition, Romantic poems habitually endow the landscape with human 
life, passion, and expressiveness. Many poets respond to the outer universe as 
a vital entity that participates in the feelings of the observer (an idea of sym-
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pathetic exchange between nature and humanity that Mary Shelley, however, 
would probe fiercely in her novel The Last Man). James Thomson and other 
descriptive poets of the eighteenth century had depicted the created universe 
as giving direct access to the deity. In "Tintern Abbey" and other poems, 
Wordsworth not only exhibits toward the landscape attitudes and sentiments 
that human beings had earlier felt for God; he also loves it in the way human 
beings love a father, a mother, or a beloved. Still, there was a competing sense, 
evident'especially in the poetry of Blake and Percy Shelley, that natural objects 
were meaningful primarily for the correspondences linking them to an inner 
or spiritual world. In their poems a rose, a sunflower, a cloud, or a mountain 
is presented not as something to be observed and imaged but as an object 
imbued with a significance beyond itself. "I always seek in what I see," Shelley 
said, "the likeness of something beyond the present and tangible object." And 
by Blake, mere nature, as perceived by the physical eye, was spurned "as the 
dust upon my feet, no part of me." Annotating a copy of Wordsworth's 1815 
Poems, Blake deplored what he perceived as Wordsworth's commitment to 
unspiritualized observation: "Natural objects always did, and now do, weaken, 
deaden, and obliterate imagination in men." 

The Glorification of the Ordinary 
Also discussing Wordsworth, Hazlitt declared his school of poetry the literary 
equivalent of the French Revolution, which translated political change into 
poetical experiment. "Kings and queens were dethroned from their rank and 
station in legitimate tragedy or epic poetry, as they were decapitated elsewhere. 
. . . The paradox [these poets] set out with was that all things are by nature, 
equally fit subjects for poetry; or that if there is any preference to give, those 
that are the meanest [i.e., most humble] and most unpromising are the best." 
Hazlitt had in mind Wordsworth's statement that the aim of Lyrical Ballads 
was "to choose incidents and situations from common life" and to use a "lan-
guage really spoken by men": for Wordsworth's polemical purposes, it is in 
"humble and rustic life" that this language is found. Later eighteenth-century 
writers had already experimented with the simple treatment of simple subjects. 
Burns—like the young Wordsworth, a sympathizer with the Revolution—had 
with great success represented "the rural scenes and rural pleasures of [his] 
natal Soil," and in a language aiming to be true to the rhythms of his regional 
Scots dialect. Women poets especially—Barbauld, Bobinson, Baillie—assim-
ilated to their poems the subject matter of everyday life. But Wordsworth 
underwrote his poetic practice with a theory that inverted the traditional hier-
archy of poetic genres, subjects, and styles: it elevated humble life and the 
plain style, which in earlier theory were appropriate only for the pastoral, the 
genre at the bottom of the traditional hierarchy, into the principal subject and 
medium for poetry in general. And in his practice, as Hazlitt also noted, Words-
worth went further and turned for the subjects of serious poems not only to 
humble country folk but to the disgraced, outcast, and delinquent—'"convicts, 
female vagrants, gypsies . . . idiot boys and mad mothers." Hence the scorn of 
Lord Byron, who facetiously summoned ghosts from the eighteenth century 
to help him demonstrate that Wordsworth's innovations had been taking lit-
erature in the wrong direction: 

"Peddlers," and "Boats," and "Wagons"! Oh! ye shades 
Of Pope and Dryden, are we come to this? 
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Yet Wordsworth's project was not simply to represent the world as it is but, 
as he announced in his Preface, to throw over "situations from common life 
. . . a certain coloring of imagination, whereby ordinary things should be pre-
sented to the mind in an unusual aspect." No one can read his poems without 
noticing the reverence with which he invests words that for earlier writers had 
been derogatory—words such as "common," "ordinary," "everyday," "humble." 
Wordsworth's aim was to shatter the lethargy of custom so as to refresh our 
sense of wonder in the everyday, the trivial, and the lowly. In the eighteenth 
century Samuel Johnson had said that "wonder is a pause of reason"—"the 
effect of novelty upon ignorance." But for many Romantics, to arouse in the 
sophisticated mind that sense of wonder presumed to be felt by the ignorant 
and the innocent—to renew the universe, Percy Shelley wrote, "after it has 
been blunted by reiteration"—was a major function of poetry. Commenting 
on the special imaginative quality of Wordsworth's early verse, Coleridge 
remarked: "To combine the child's sense of wonder and novelty with the 
appearances, which every day for perhaps forty years had rendered familiar 
. . . this is the character and privilege of genius." Contributing to this poetry 
of the child's-eye view, Baillie and Barbauld wrote poems centered on an 
observer's effort to imagine the unknowable perspective of beings for whom 
thought and sensation are new or not begun—in Baillie's case, a "waking 
infant," in Barbauld's, a "little invisible being who is expected soon to become 
visible" but is still in its mother's womb. 

The Supernatural, the Romance, and Psychological Extremes 
In most of his poems, Coleridge, like Wordsworth, dealt with everyday things, 
and in "Frost at Midnight" he showed how well he too could achieve the effect 
of wonder in the familiar. But Coleridge tells us in Biographia Literaria that, 
according to the division of labor that organized their collaboration on Lyrical 
Ballads, his assignment was to achieve wonder by a frank violation of natural 
laws and of the ordinary course of events: in his poems "the incidents and 
agents were to be, in part at least, supernatural." And in The Rime of the 
Ancient Mariner, Christahel, and "Kubla Khan," Coleridge opened up to mod-
ern poetry a realm of mystery and magic. Stories of bewitchings, hauntings, 
and possession—-shaped by antiquated treatises on demonology, folklore, and 
Gothic novels—supplied him with the means of impressing upon readers a 
sense of occult powers and unknown modes of being. 

Materials like these were often grouped together under the rubric 
"romance," a term that would some time after the fact give the "Romantic" 
period its name. On the one hand romances were writings that turned, in their 
quest for settings conducive to supernatural happenings, to "strange fits of 
passion" and strange adventures, to distant pasts, faraway places, or both— 
Keats's "perilous seas, in faery lands forlorn" or the China of "Kubla Khan." 
On the other hand romance also named a homegrown, native tradition of 
literature, made unfamiliar and alien by the passage of time. For many authors, 
starting with Horace Walpole, whose Castle of Otranto (1764) began the tra-
dition of Gothic fiction, writing under the banner of romance meant reclaim-
ing their national birthright: a literature of untrammeled imagination— 
associated, above all, with Spenser and the Shakespeare of fairy magic and 
witchcraft—that had been forced underground by the Enlightenment's 
emphasis on reason and refinement. Byron negotiated between romance's two 
sets of associations in Childe Harold, having his hero travel in far-off Albania 
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and become entranced by the inhabitants' savage songs, but also giving the 
poem the subtitle "A Romaunt" (an archaic spelling of romance) and writing 
it in Spenserian stanzas. This was the same stanzaic form, neglected for much 
of the eighteenth century, that Keats drew on for The Eve of St. Agnes, the 
poem in which he proved himself a master of that Romantic mode that estab-
lishes a medieval setting for events that violate our sense of realism and the 
natural order. The Romantic period's "medieval revival" was also promoted by 
women: Robinson, for instance (author of "Old English," "Monkish," and 
"Gothic" Tales), as well as Letitia Landon, Felicia Hemans, Joanna Baillie, 
and others, women who often matched the arch-medievalist Sir Walter Scott 
in the historical learning they brought to their compositions. 

The "addition of strangeness to beauty" that Walter Pater near the end of 
the nineteenth century would identify as a key Romantic tendency is seen not 
only in this concern with the exotic and archaic landscapes of romance, but 
also in the Romantic interest in the mysteries of mental life and determination 
to investigate psychological extremes. Wordsworth explored visionary states of 
consciousness that are common among children but violate the categories of 
adult judgment. Coleridge and De Quincey shared an interest in dreams and 
nightmares and in the altered consciousness they experienced under their 
addiction to opium. In his odes as in the quasi-medieval "ballad" "La Belle 
Dame sans Merci" Keats recorded strange mixtures of pleasure and pain with 
extraordinary sensitivity, pondering the destructive aspects of sexuality and 
the erotic quality of the longing for death. And Byron made repeated use of 
the fascination of the forbidden and the appeal of the terrifying yet seductive 
Satanic hero. 

There were, of course, writers who resisted these poetic engagements with 
fantasized landscapes and strange passions. Significant dissent came from 
women, who, given accounts of their sex as especially susceptible to the delu-
sions of romantic love, had particular reason to continue the Enlightenment 
program and promote the rational regulation of emotion. Barbauld wrote a 
poem gently advising the young Coleridge not to prolong his stay in the "fairy 
bower" of romance but to engage actively with the world as it is. Often satirical 
when she assesses characters who imagine themselves the pitiable victims of 
their own powerful feelings, Jane Austen had her heroine in Persuasion, while 
conversing with a melancholy, Byron-reading young man, caution him against 
overindulgence in Byron's "impassioned descriptions of hopeless agony" and 
"prescribe" to him a "larger allowance of prose in his daily study." And yet this 
heroine, having "been forced into prudence in her youth," has "learned 
romance as she grew older." The reversal of the sequence that usually orders 
the story line of female socialization suggests a receptivity to romance's allure 
that links even Austen to the spirit of the age. 

Individualism and Alienation 
Another feature of Byron's poetry that attracted notice and, in some quarters, 
censure was its insistence on his or his hero's self-sufficiency. Hazlitt, for 
instance, borrowed lines from Shakespeare's Coriolanus to object to Byron's 
habit of spurning human connection "[a]s if a man were author of himself, / 
And owned no other kin." The audacious individualism that Hazlitt questions 
here (a questioning that he carries on in part by enacting his own reliance on 
others and supplementing his words with Shakespeare's) was, however, central 
to the celebrations of creativity occupying many Romantic-period writers: 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



I N T R O D U C T I O N / 1 5 

indeed, in the Preface to Lyrical Ballads, Wordsworth (as if anticipating and 
preemptively defying Hazlitt) had already characterized his poetic experimen-
tation as an exercise in artistic self-sufficiency. The Preface has been read as 
a document in which Wordsworth, proving himself a self-made man, arranges 
for his disinheritance—arranges to cut himself off, he says, "from a large por-
tion of the phrases and figures of speech which from father to son have long 
been regarded as the common inheritance of Poets." The German philoso-
phers who generated many of the characteristic ideas of European Romanti-
cism had likewise developed an account of how individuals might author and 
create themselves. In the work of Kant and others, the human mind was 
described as creating the universe it perceived and so creating its own expe-
rience. Mind is "not passive," Kant's admirer Coleridge wrote, but "made in 
God's image, and that too in the sublimest sense—the Image of the Creator." 
And Wordsworth declared in The Prelude that the individual mind "Doth, 
like an Agent of the one great Mind, / Create, creator and receiver both." 
The Romantic period, the epoch of free enterprise, imperial expansion, and 
boundless revolutionary hope, was also an epoch of individualism in which 
philosophers and poets alike put an extraordinarily high estimate on human 
potentialities and powers. 

In representing this expanded scope for individual initiative, much poetry 
of the period redefined heroism and made a ceaseless striving for the unat-
tainable its crucial element. Viewed by moralists of previous ages as sin or 
lamentable error, longings that can never be satisfied—in Percy Shelley's 
phrase, "the desire of the moth for a star"—came to be revalued as the glory 
of human nature. "Less than everything," Blake announced, "cannot satisfy 
man." Discussions of the nature of art developed similarly. The German phi-
losopher Friedrich Schlegel's proposal that poetry "should forever be becoming 
and never be perfected" supplied a way to understand the unfinished, "frag-
ment" poems of the period (Coleridge's "Kubla Khan" most famously) not as 
failures but instead as confirmations that the most poetic poetry was defined 
as much by what was absent as by what was present: the poem, in this under-
standing, was a fragmentary trace of an original conception that was too grand 
ever to be fully realized. This defiant attitude toward limits also made many 
writers impatient with the conceptions of literary genre they inherited from 
the past. The result was that, creating new genres from old, they produced an 
astonishing variety of hybrid forms constructed on fresh principles of organi-
zation and style: "elegiac sonnets," "lyrical ballads," the poetic autobiography 
of The Prelude, Percy Shelley's "lyric drama" of cosmic reach, Prometheus 
Unbound, and (in the field of prose) the "historical novels" of Scott and the 
complex interweaving of letters, reported oral confessions, and interpolated 
tales that is Mary Shelley's Frankenstein. Blake went furthest: the composite 
art of word and image and "illuminated printing" he created for his poems 
daringly reinvented the concept of the book. 

In this context many writers' choice to portray poetry as a product of solitude 
and poets as loners might be understood as a means of reinforcing the indi-
viduality of their vision. (The sociability of the extroverted narrator of Don 
Juan, who is forever buttonholing "the gentle reader," is exceptional—Byron's 
way of harkening back to the satire of the eighteenth century.) And the per-
vasiveness of nature poetry in the period can be attributed to a determination 
to idealize the natural scene as a site where the individual could find freedom 
from social laws, an idealization that was easier to sustain when nature was, 
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as often in the era, represented not as cultivated fields but as uninhabitable 
wild wastes, unploughed uplands, caves, and chasms. Rural community, 
threatened by the enclosures that were breaking up village life, was a tenuous 
presence in poetry as well. 

Wordsworth's imagination is typically released, for instance, by the sudden 
apparition of a single figure, stark and solitary against a natural background; 
the words "solitary," "by one self," "alone" sound through his poems. In the 
poetry of Coleridge, Shelley, and Byron (before Don Juan launched Byron's 
own satire on Byronism), the desolate landscapes are often the haunts of dis-
illusioned visionaries and accursed outlaws, figures whose thwarted ambitions 
and torments connect them, variously, to Cain, the Wandering Jew, Satan, 
and even Napoleon. A variant of this figure is Prometheus, the hero of classical 
mythology, who is Satan-like in setting himself in opposition to God, but who, 
unlike Satan, is the champion rather than the enemy of the human race. Mary 
Shelley subjected this hero, central to her husband's mythmaking, to ironic 
rewriting in Frankenstein: Victor Frankenstein, a "Modern Prometheus," is far 
from championing humankind. For other women writers of the period, and 
for Shelley in novels following Frankenstein, the equivalent to these half-
charismatic, half-condemnable figures of alienation is the woman of "genius." 
In a world in which—as Wollstonecraft complained in the Rights of Woman— 
"all women are to be levelled by meekness and docility, into one character of 
. . . gentle compliance," the woman who in "unfeminine" fashion claimed a 
distinctive individuality did not gain authority but risked ostracism. As for the 
woman of genius, in writings by Robinson, Hemans, and Landon particularly, 
her story was often told as a modern variation on ancient legends of the Greek 
Sappho, the ill-fated female poet who had triumphed in poetry but died of 
love. Pressured by the emergent Victorianism of the 1820s and playing it 
safe, Hemans and Landon especially were careful to associate genius with 
self-inflicted sorrow and happiness with a woman's embrace of her domestic 
calling. 

WRITING IN THE MARKETPLACE AND THE COURTS 

Even Romantics who wished to associate literature with isolated poets holding 
mute converse with their souls had to acknowledge that in real life the writer 
did not dwell in solitude but confronted, and was accountable to, a crowd. 
For many commentators the most revolutionary aspect of the age was the 
spread of literacy and the dramatic expansion of the potential audience for 
literature. This revolution, like the Revolution in France, occasioned a con-
servative reaction: the worry, frequently expressed as books ceased to be writ-
ten exclusively for an elite, that this bigger audience (by 1830, about half 
England's population of fourteen million) would be less qualified to judge or 
understand what it read. Beginning in 1780, more members of the working 
classes had learned to read as a result of lessons provided in Sunday schools 
(informal sites for the education of the poor that long antedated state-
supported schools). At the same time reading matter became more plentiful 
and cheaper, thanks to innovations in retailing—the cut-rate sales of remain-
dered books and the spread of circulating libraries where volumes could be 
"rented"-—and thanks to technological developments. By the end of the period, 
printing presses were driven by steam engines, and the manufacture of paper 
had been mechanized; publishers had mastered publicity, the art (as it was 
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called) of "the puff." Surveying the consequences of these changes, Coleridge 
muttered darkly about that "misgrowth," "a Reading Public," making it sound 
like something freakish. Books had become a big business, one enrolling 
increasing numbers of individuals who found it possible to do without the 
assistance of wealthy patrons and who, accordingly, looked to this public for 
their hopes of survival. A few writers became celebrities, invested with a 
glamor that formerly had been reserved for royalty and that we nowadays save 
for movie stars. This was the case for the best-selling Byron, particularly, 
whose enthusiastic public could by the 1830s purchase dinner services 
imprinted with illustrations from his life and works. 

How such popular acclaim was to be understood and how the new reading 
public that bestowed it (and took it away) could possibly be reformed or mon-
itored when, as Coleridge's term "misgrowth" suggests, its limits and compo-
sition seemed unknowable: these were pressing questions for the age. 
Opponents of the French Revolution and political reform at home pondered 
a frightening possibility: if "events . . . [had] made us a world of readers" (as 
Coleridge put it, thinking of how newspapers had proliferated in response to 
the political upheavals), it might also be true that readers could make events 
in turn, that the new members of the audience for print would demand a part 
in the drama of national politics. Conservatives were well aware of arguments 
conjecturing that the Revolution had been the result of the invention of the 
printing press three centuries before. They certainly could not forget that 
Paine's Rights of Man—not the reading matter for the poor the Sunday-school 
movement had envisioned—had sold an astonishing two hundred thousand 
copies in a year. Distributed by clubs of workers who pooled money for this 
purpose, read aloud in alehouses or as listeners worked in the fields, those 
copies reached a total audience that was much more numerous still. 

However, the British state had lacked legal provisions for the prepublication 
censorship of books since 1695, which was when the last Licensing Act had 
lapsed. Throughout the Romantic period therefore the Crown tried out other 
methods for policing reading and criminalizing certain practices of authoring 
and publishing. Paine was in absentia found guilty of sedition, for instance, 
and in 1817 the radical publisher William Hone narrowly escaped conviction 
for blasphemy. Another government strategy was to use taxes to inflate the 
prices of printed matter and so keep political information out of the hands of 
the poor without exactly violating the freedom of the press. In the meantime 
worries about how the nation would fare now that "the people" read were 
matched by worries about how to regulate the reading done by women. In 
1807 the bowdlerized edition was born, as the Reverend Thomas Bowdler and 
his sister Henrietta produced The Family Shakespeare, concocting a Bard who, 
his indelicacies expurgated, could be sanctioned family fare. 

Commentators who condemned the publishing industry as a scene of crim-
inality also cited the frequency with which, during this chaotic time, best-
selling books ended up republished in unauthorized, "pirated" editions. Novels 
were the pirates' favorite targets. But the radical underground of London's 
printing industry also appropriated one of the most politically daring works of 
Percy Shelley, Queen Mah, and by keeping it in print, and accessible in cheap 
editions, thwarted attempts to posthumously sanitize the poet's reputation. 
And in 1817 Robert Southey, the Poet Laureate, was embarrassed to find his 
insurrectionary drama of 1794, Wat Tyler, republished without his permission. 
There was no chance, Southey learned, that the thieves who had filched his 
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intellectual property and put this souvenir of his youthful radicalism back into 
circulation would be punished: the judiciary ruled that copyright law was for 
the law-abiding and did not apply to "sedition." 

OTHER LITERARY FORMS 

Prose 
Although we now know the Romantic period as an age of poetry, centered on 
works of imagination, nonfiction prose forms—essays, reviews, political pam-
phlets—flourished during the epoch, as writers seized the opportunity to speak 
to and for the era's new audiences. In eighteenth-century England, prose, 
particularly in the urbane, accessible style that writers such as Addison and 
Hume cultivated in their essays, had been valued as the medium of sociable 
exchange that could integrate different points of view and unify the public 
space known as the "republic of letters." That ideal of civil discussion came 
under pressure in the Romantic period, however, since by then many intellec-
tuals were uncertain whether a republic of letters could survive the arrival of 
those new readers, "the people," and whether in this age of class awareness 
such a thing as a unified public culture was even possible. Those uncertainties 
are never far from the surface in the masterpieces of Romantic prose—a cat-
egory that ranges from the pamphleteering that drew Burke, Wollstonecraft, 
and Paine into the Revolution controversy of the 1790s, to the periodical 
essays, with suggestive titles like The Watchman and The Friend, in which 
Coleridge turned controversialist, to the magazine writing of Hazlitt, Lamb, 
and De Quincey in the 1820s. 

The issue of how the writer should relate to audience—as watchman or 
friend?—was especially tricky, because this period, when so many more people 
defined themselves as readers, saw the emergence of a new species of specialist 
reader. This was the critic, who, perhaps problematically, was empowered to 
tell all the others what to read. Following the establishment in 1802 of the 
Edinburgh Review and in 1809 of the Quarterly Review, a new professionalized 
breed of book reviewer claimed a degree of cultural authority to which 
eighteenth-century critics had never aspired. Whereas later-eighteenth-
century periodicals such as the Monthly Review and Critical Review had aimed 
to notice almost everything in print, the Edinburgh and Quarterly limited 
themselves to about fifteen books per issue. The selectivity enabled them to 
make decisive statements about what would count as culture and what would 
fall beyond the pale. They also conceptualized criticism as a space of disci-
pline, in which the reputations of the writers under review were as likely to 
be marred as they were to be made. The stern Latin motto of the Edinburgh 
(founded by lawyers) translates as "the judge is condemned when the guilty 
go free." The continuing tension in the relations between criticism and liter-
ature and doubt about whether critical prose can be literature—whether it 
can have artistic value as well as social utility—are legacies from the Romantic 
era. Hazlitt wondered self-consciously in an essay on criticism whether his 
was not in fact a critical rather than a poetical age and whether "no great 
works of genius appear, because so much is said and written about them." 

Hazlitt participated importantly in another development. In 1820 the found-
ing editor of the London Magazine gathered a group of writers, Hazlitt, Lamb, 
and De Quincey, who in the London's pages collectively developed the Roman-
tic form known as the familiar essay: intimate-feeling commentaries, often 
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presented as if prompted by incidents in the authors' private lives, on an eclec-
tic range of topics, from pork to prize-fighting. In some of his essays, Hazlitt 
modeled an account of the individual's response to works of art as most impor-
tant not for how, for instance, it prepares that person for public citizenship, 
but for what it helps him discover about his personality. For their essays Lamb 
and De Quincey developed a style that harkened back to writers who flourished 
before the republic of letters and who had more idiosyncratic eccentricities 
than eighteenth-century decorum would have allowed. Though these essayists 
were very differently circumstanced from the Romantic poets who were their 
friends—paid by the page and writing to a deadline, for a start—their works 
thus parallel the poets' in also turning toward the personal and subjective. One 
consequence of the essayists' cultivation of intimacy and preference for the 
impressionistic over the systematic is that, when we track the history of prose 
to the 1820s, we see it end up in a place very different from the one it occupies 
at the start of the Romantic period. Participants in the Revolution controversy 
of the 1790s had claimed to speak for all England. By the close of the period 
the achievement of the familiar essay was to have brought the medium of prose 
within the category of "the literary"—but by distancing it from public life. 

Drama 
Whether the plays composed during the Bomantic period can qualify as lit-
erature has been, by contrast, more of a puzzle. England throughout this 
period had a vibrant theatrical culture. Theater criticism, practiced with flair 
by Hazlitt and Lamb, emerged as a new prose genre; actors like Sarah Siddons 
and Edmund Kean numbered the poets among their admirers and found their 
way into Romantic poetry; Mary Robinson was known as an actor before she 
was known as an author. But there were many restrictions limiting what could 
be staged in England and many calls for reform. As places where crowds gath-
ered, theaters were always closely watched by suspicious government officials. 
The English had habitually extolled their theater as a site of social mixing—a 
mirror to the political order in that it supplied all the classes in the nation 
(those who, depending on how their tickets were priced, frequented the box, 
the pit, or the gallery) with another sort of representative assembly. But during 
this era disorder seemed the rule: riots broke out at Covent Garden in 1792 
and 1809. The link between drama and disorder was one reason that new 
dramas had to meet the approval of a censor before they could be performed, 
a rule in place since 1737. Another restriction was that only the theaters royal 
(in London, Drury Lane and Covent Garden) had the legal right to produce 
"legitimate" (spoken word) drama, leaving the other stages limited to enter-
tainments—pantomimes and melodramas mainly—in which dialogue was by 
regulation always combined with music. An evening's entertainment focused 
on legitimate drama would not have been so different. The stages and audi-
toriums of the two theaters royal were huge spaces, which encouraged their 
managers to favor grandiose spectacles or, more precisely, multimedia expe-
riences, involving musicians, dancers, and artists who designed scenery, 
besides players and playwrights. 

This theatrical culture's demotion of words might explain why the poets of 
the era, however stagestruck, found drama uncongenial. Nonetheless, almost 
all tried their hands at the form, tempted by the knowledge that the plays of 
certain of their (now less esteemed) contemporaries—Hannah Cowley and 
Charles Maturin, for example—had met with immense acclaim. Some of the 
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poets' plays were composed to be read rather than performed: "closet dramas," 
such as Byron's Manfred, Shelley's Prometheus Unbound, and most of Baillie's 
Plays on the Passions, permitted experimentation with topic and form. Others 
were written expressly for the stage, but their authors were hampered by their 
inexperience and tendency, exacerbated by the censorship that encouraged 
them to seek safe subject matter in the past, to imitate the style of Elizabethan 
and Jacobean drama. There were exceptions to this discouraging record. Cole-
ridge's tragedy Remorse, for instance, was a minor hit and ran for twenty nights 
in 1813. The most capable dramatist among the poets was, surprisingly, Percy 
Shelley. His powerful tragedy The Cenci (1820), the story of a monstrous 
father who rapes his daughter and is murdered by her in turn, was deemed 
unstageable on political rather than artistic or technical grounds. It had no 
chance of getting by the Examiner of Plays; indeed, by thematizing the 
unspeakable topic of incest, Shelley predicted his own censoring. 

The Novel 
Novels at the start of the Romantic period were immensely popular but—as 
far as critics and some of the form's half-ashamed practitioners were con-
cerned—not quite respectable. Loose in structure, they seemed to require 
fewer skills than other literary genres. This genre lacked the classic pedigree 
claimed by poetry and drama. It attracted (or so detractors declared) an undue 
proportion of readers who were women, and who, by consuming its escapist 
stories of romantic love, risked developing false ideas of life. It likewise 
attracted (so some of these same critics complained) too many writers who 
were women. (By the 1780s women were publishing as many novels as men.) 
Because of its popularity, the form also focused commentators' anxieties about 
the expansion of the book market and commercialization of literature: hence 
late-eighteenth-century reviewers of new novels often sarcastically described 
them as mass-produced commodities, not authored exactly, but instead 
stamped out automatically in "novel-mills." Matters changed decisively, how-
ever, starting around 1814. Reviews of Scott's Waverley series of historical 
novels and then a review that Scott wrote of Jane Austen's Emma declared a 
renaissance—"a new style of novel." By this time, too, the genre had its his-
torians, who delineated the novel's origins and rise and in this manner estab-
lished its particularity against the more reputable literary forms. It was having 
a canon created for it too; figures like Barbauld and Scott compiled and intro-
duced collections of the best novels. So equipped, the novel began to endanger 
poetry's long-held monopoly on literary prestige. 

There had in fact been earlier signs of these new ambitions for the genre, 
although reviewers did not then know what to make of them. The last decade 
of the eighteenth century saw bold experiments with novels' form and subject 
matter—in particular, new ways of linking fiction with philosophy and history. 
Rather than, as one reviewer put it, contentedly remaining in a "region of their 
own," some novels showed signs of having designs on the real world. The 
writers now known as the Jacobin novelists used the form to test political 
theories and represent the political upheavals of the age. Thus in Caleb Wil-
liams, or, Things as They Are, the philosopher William Godwin (husband of 
Mary Wollstonecraft and father of Mary Shelley) set out, he said, to "write a 
tale, that shall constitute an epoch in the mind of the reader, that no one, 
after he had read it, shall ever be exactly the same": the result was a chilling 
novel of surveillance and entrapment in which a servant recounts the perse-
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cutions he suffers at the hands of the master whose secret past he has 
detected. (The disturbing cat-and-mouse game between the two gets rewritten 
two decades later as the conclusion to Frankenstein, a novel that, among many 
other things, represents Shelley's tribute to the philosophical fictions of her 
parents.) Loyalists attacked the Jacobins with their own weapons and, in mak-
ing novels their ammunition, contributed in turn to enhancing the genre's 
cultural presence: 

Another innovation in novel-writing took shape, strangely enough, as a 
recovery of what was old. Writers whom we now describe as the Gothic nov-
elists revisited the romance, the genre identified as the primitive forerunner 
of the modern novel, looking to a medieval (i.e., "Gothic") Europe that they 
pictured as a place of gloomy castles, devious Catholic monks, and stealthy 
ghosts. These authors—first Walpole, followed by Clara Reeve, Sophia Lee, 
Matthew Lewis, and the hugely popular Ann Radcliffe—developed for the 
novel a repertory of settings and story lines meant to purvey to readers the 
pleasurable terror of regression to a premodern, prerational state. This Gothic 
turn was another instance of the period's "romance revival," another variation 
on the effort to renew the literature of the present by reworking the past. 
Gothic fiction was thus promoted in terms running parallel to those in 
accounts of the powers of poetry: when novels break with humdrum reality, 
Anna Barbauld explained, "our imagination, darting forth, explores with rap-
ture the new world which is laid open to its view, and rejoices in the expansion 
of its powers." 

Possibly this "new world" was meant to supply Romantic-period readers with 
an escape route from the present and from what Godwin called "things as they 
are." Certainly, the pasts that Gothic novelists conjure up are conceived of in 
fanciful, freewheeling ways; it is comical just how often a Radcliffe heroine 
who is supposed to inhabit sixteenth-century France can act like a proper 
English girl on the marriage market in the 1790s. But even that example of 
anachronism might suggest that some Gothic novelists were inviting readers 
to assess their stories as engaging the questions of the day. Gothic horrors 
gave many writers a language in which to examine the nature of power—the 
elements of sadism and masochism in the relations between men and women, 
for instance. And frequently the Gothic novelists probe the very ideas of his-
torical accuracy and legitimacy that critics use against them, and meditate on 
who is authorized to tell the story of the past and who is not. 

The ascendancy of the novel in the early nineteenth century is in many ways 
a function of fiction writers' new self-consciousness about their relation to 
works of history. By 1814 the novelist and historian encroached on each 
other's territory more than ever. This was not exactly because nineteenth-
century novelists were renewing their commitment to probability and realism 
(although, defining themselves against the critically reviled Gothic novelists, 
many were), but rather because the nature of things historical was also being 
reinvented. In light of the Revolution, history's traditional emphasis on public 
affairs and great men had begun to give way to an emphasis on beliefs, 
customs, everyday habits—the approach we now identify with social history. 
Novelists pursued similar interests: in works like Castle Rackrent, Maria Edge-
worth, for instance, provides an almost anthropological account of the way of 
life of a bygone Ireland. The only novelist before Scott whom the influential 
Edinburgh Review took seriously, Edgeworth builds into her "national tales" 
details about local practices that demonstrate how people's ways of seeing 
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are rooted in the particularities of their native places. Scott learned from her, 
incorporating her regionalism into his new style of historical novels, in which, 
with deeply moving results, he also portrayed the past as a place of adventure, 
pageantry, and grandeur. 

Scott and Edgeworth establish the master theme of the early-nineteenth-
century novel: the question of how the individual consciousness intermeshes 
with larger social structures, of how far character is the product of history and 
how far it is not. Jane Austen's brilliance as a satirist of the English leisure 
class often prompts literary historians to compare her works to witty Resto-
ration and eighteenth-century comedies. But she too helped bring this theme 
to the forefront of novel-writing, devising new ways of articulating the rela-
tionship between the psychological history of the individual and the history of 
society, and, with unsurpassed psychological insight, creating unforgettable 
heroines who live in time and change. As with other Romantics, Austen's topic 
is revolution—revolutions of the mind. The momentous event in her fictions, 
which resemble Wordsworth's poetry in finding out the extraordinary in the 
everyday, is the change of mind that creates the possibility of love. Contrasting 
his own "big bow-wow strain" with Austen's nuance, Scott wrote that Austen 
"had a talent for describing the involvements and feelings and characters of 
ordinary life, which is to me the most wonderful I ever met with." Nineteenth-
century reviewers of his triumphant Waverley series were certain that Scott's 
example foretold the future of novel-writing. He, however, recognized the 
extent to which Austen had also changed the genre in which she worked, by 
developing a new novelistic language for the workings of the mind in flux. 

Additional information about the Romantic Period, including primary texts 
and images, is available at Norton Literature Online (www.wwnorton.com/ 
literature). Online topics are 

• Tintern Abbey, Tourism, and Romantic Landscape 
• The Satanic and Byronic Hero 
• The French Revolution 
• Romantic Orientalism 
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T H E ROMANTIC P E R I O D 

T E X T S C O N T E X T S 

1773 Anna Letitia Aikin (later Barbauld), 
Poems 

1774 J. W. von Goethe, The Sorrows of 
Young Werther 

1775 American War of Independence (1775— 
83) 

1776 Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations 

1778 Frances Burney, Evelina 

1779 Samuel Johnson, Lives of the English 
Poets (1779-81) 

1780 Gordon Riots in London 

1781 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure 
Reason. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Confessions. 
J. C. Friedrich Schiller, The Robbers 

1783 William Pitt becomes prime minister 
(serving until 1801 and again in 1804—06) 

1784 Charlotte Smith, Elegiac Sonnets 1784 Death of Samuel Johnson 

1785 William Cowper, The Task 

1786 William Beckford, Vathek. Robert 
Burns, Poems, Chiefly in the Scottish Dialect 

1787 W. A. Mozart, Don Giovanni. Society 
for the Abolition of the Slave Trade founded 

1789 Jeremy Bentham, Principles of Morals 
and Legislation. William Blake, Songs of 
Innocence 

1789 Fall of the Bastille (beginning of the 
French Revolution) 

1790 Joanna Baillie, Poems. Blake, The 
Marriage of Heaven and Hell. Edmund 
Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in 
France 

1790 J. M. W. Turner first exhibits at the 
Royal Academy 

1791 William Gilpin, Observations on the 
River Wye. Thomas Paine, Rights of Man. 
Ann Radcliffe, The Romance of the Forest 

1791 Revolution in Santo Domingo 
(modern Haiti) 

1792 Mar>' Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of 
the Rights of Woman 

1792 September Massacres in Paris. First 
gas lights in Britain 

1793 William Godwin, Political Justice 1793 Execution of Louis XVI and Marie 
Antoinette. France declares war against 
Britain (and then Britain against France). 
The Reign of Terror 

1794 Blake, Songs of Experience. Godwin, 
Caleb Williams. Radcliffe, The Mysteries of 
Udolpho 

1794 The fall of Robespierre. Trials for high 
treason of members of the London 
Corresponding Society 

1795 Pitt's Gagging Acts suppress freedom 
of speech and assembly in Britain 
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1796 Matthew Gregory Lewis, The Monk 

1797 Death of complications resulting from 
childbirth of Mary Wollstonecraft 

1798 Joanna Baillie, Plays on the Passions, 1798 Rebellion in Ireland 
volume 1. Bentham, Political Economy. 
Thomas Malthus, An Essay on the Principle 
of Population. William Wordsworth and 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Lyrical Ballads 

1800 Maria Edgeworth, Castle Rackrent. 
Mary Robinson, Lyrical Tales 

1801 Parliamentary Union of Ireland and 
Great Britain 

1802 Treaty of Amiens. Edinburgh Review 
founded. John Constable first exhibits at the 
Royal Academy 

1804 Napoleon crowned emperor. 
Founding of the republic of Haiti 

1805 Walter Scott, The Lay of the Last 1805 The French fleet defeated by the 
Minstrel British at Trafalgar 

1807 Wordsworth, Poems in Two Volumes 1807 Abolition of the slave trade in Britain 

1808 Goethe, Faiist, part 1 1808 Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphonies 5 
and 6 

1809 Quarterly Revieiv founded 

1811 The Prince of Wales becomes regent 
for George III, who is declared incurably 
insane 

1812 Lord Byron, Childe Harold's 1812 War between Britain and the United 
Pilgrimage, cantos 1 and 2. Felicia Hemans, States (1812-15) 
The Domestic Affections 

1813 Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice 

1814 Walter Scott, Waverley. Wordsworth, 
The Excursion 

1815 Napoleon defeated at Waterloo. Corn 
Laws passed, protecting economic interests 
of the landed aristocracy 

1816 Byron, Childe Harold, cantos 3 and 4. 
Coleridge, Christahel, "Kubla Khan." Percy 
Shelley, Alastor 

1817 Byron, Manfred. Coleridge, Biographia 1817 BlacJnvood's Edinburgh Magazine 
Literaria and Sibylline Leaves. John Keats, founded. Death of Princess Charlotte. 
Poems Death of Jane Austen 

1818 Austen, Northanger Abbey. Keats, 
Endymion. Thomas Love Peacock, 
Nightmare Abbey. Mary Shelley, 
Frankenstein 
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1819 Byron, Don Juan, cantos 1 and 2 1819 "Peterloo Massacre" in Manchester 

1820 John Clare, Poems Descriptive of 1820 Death of George III; accession of 
Rural Life. Keats, Lamia, Isabella, The Eve George IV. London Magazine founded 
of St. Agnes, and Other Poems. Percy 
Sheljey, Prometheus Unbound 

1821 Thomas De Quincey, Confessions of 1821 Deaths of Keats in Rome and 
an English Opium-Eater. Percy Shelley, Napoleon at St. Helena 
Adonais 

1822 Franz Schubert, Unfinished 
Symphony. Death of Percy Shelley in the 
Bay of Spezia, near Lerici, Italy 

1824 Letitia Landon, The Improvisatrice 1824 Death of Byron in Missolonghi 

1827 Clare, The Shepherd's Calendar 

1828 Hemans, Records of Woman 1828 Parliamentary repeal of the Test and 
Corporation Acts excluding Dissenters from 
state offices 

1829 Catholic Emancipation 

1830 Charles Lyell, Principles of Geology 1830 Death of George IV; accession of 
(1830-33). Alfred Tennyson, Poems, Chiefly William IV. Revolution in France 
Lyrical 

1832 First Reform Bill 
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Of thee, whose soul can feel the tone 
Which gives to airy dreams a magic all thy own! 

Oct. 1800 1801 

W I L L I A M B L A K E 
1 7 5 7 - 1 8 2 7 

What William Blake called his "Spiritual Life" was as varied, free, and dramatic as 
his "Corporeal Life" was simple, limited, and unadventurous. His father was a London 
tradesman. His only formal education was in art: at the age of ten he entered a 
drawing school, and later he studied for a time at the school of the Royal Academy 
of Arts. At fourteen he entered an apprenticeship for seven years to a well-known 
engraver, James Basire, and began reading widely in his free time and trying his hand 
at poetry. At twenty-four he married Catherine Boucher, daughter of a market gar-
dener. She was then illiterate, but Blake taught her to read and to help him in his 
engraving and printing. In the early and somewhat sentimentalized biographies, Cath-
erine is represented as an ideal wife for an unorthodox and impecunious genius. 
Blake, however, must have been a trying domestic partner, and his vehement attacks 
on the torment caused by a possessive, jealous female will, which reached their height 
in 1793 and remained prominent in his writings for another decade, probably reflect 
a troubled period at home. The couple was childless. 

The Blakes for a time enjoyed a moderate prosperity while Blake gave drawing 
lessons, illustrated books, and engraved designs made by other artists. When the 
demand for his work slackened, Blake in 1800 moved to a cottage at Felpham, on the 
Sussex seacoast, to take advantage of the patronage of the wealthy amateur of the 
arts and biographer William Hayley (also a supporter of Charlotte Smith), who with 
the best of narrow intentions tried to transform Blake into a conventional artist and 
breadwinner. But the caged eagle soon rebelled. Hayley, Blake wrote, "is the Enemy 
of my Spiritual Life while he pretends to be the Friend of my Corporeal." 

At Felpham in 1803 occurred an event that left a permanent mark on Blake's mind 
and art—an altercation with one John Schofield, a private in the Royal Dragoons. 
Blake ordered the soldier out of his garden and, when Schofield replied with threats 
and curses against Blake and his wife, pushed him the fifty yards to the inn where he 
was quartered. Schofield brought charges that Blake had uttered seditious statements 
about king and country. Since England was at war with France, sedition was a hanging 
offense. Blake was acquitted—an event, according to a newspaper account, "which 
so gratified the auditory that the court was . . . thrown into an uproar by their noisy 
exultations." Nevertheless Schofield, his fellow soldier Cock, and other participants 
in the trial haunted Blake's imagination and were enlarged to demonic characters 
who play a sinister role in Jerusalem. The event exacerbated Blake's sense that omi-
nous forces were at work in the contemporary world and led him to complicate the 
symbolic and allusive style by which he veiled the radical religious, moral, and political 
opinions that he expressed in his poems. 

The dominant literary and artistic fashion of Blake's youth involved the notion that 
the future of British culture would involve the recovery, through archaeology as well 
as literary history, of an all but lost past. As an apprentice engraver who learned to 
draw by sketching the medieval monuments of London churches, Blake began his 
artistic career in the thick of that antiquarianism. It also informs his early lyric poetry. 
Poetical Sketches, published when he was twenty-six, suggests Blake's affinities with 
a group of later-eighteenth-century writers that includes Thomas Warton, poet and 
student of Middle English romance and Elizabethan verse; Thomas Gray, translator 
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from Old Icelandic and Welsh and author, in 1757, of "The Bard," a poem about the 
English conquest of Wales; Thomas Percy, the editor of the ballad collection Reliques 
of Ancient English Poetry (1765); and James Macpherson, who came before the public 
in the 1760s claiming to be the translator of the epic verse of a third-century Gaelic 
bard named Ossian. Like these figures, Blake located the sources of poetic inspiration 
in an archaic native tradition that, according to the prevailing view of national history, 
had ended up eclipsed after the seventeenth century, when French court culture, 
manners, and morals began their cultural ascendancy. Even in their orientation to a 
visionary culture, the bards of Blake's later Prophetic Books retain an association with 
this imagined version of a primitive past. 

Poetical Sketches was the only book of Blake's to be set in type according to cus-
tomary methods. In 1788 he began to experiment with relief etching, a method that 
he called "illuminated printing" (a term associating his works with the illuminated 
manuscripts of the Middle Ages) and used to produce most of his books of poems. 
Working directly on a copper plate with pens, brushes, and an acid-resistant medium, 
he wrote the text in reverse (so that it would print in the normal order) and also drew 
the illustration; he then etched the plate in acid to eat away the untreated copper 
and leave the design standing in relief. The pages printed from such plates were 
colored by hand in water colors, often by Catherine Blake, and stitched together to 
make up a volume. This process was laborious and time-consuming, and Blake printed 
very few copies of his books; for example, of Songs of Innocence and of Experience 
only twenty-eight copies (some of them incomplete) are known to exist; of The Book 
ofThel, sixteen; of The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, nine; and of Jerusalem, five. 

To read a Blake poem without the pictures is to miss something important: Blake 
places words and images in a relationship that is sometimes mutually enlightening 
and sometimes turbulent, and that relationship is an aspect of the poem's argument. 
In this mode of relief etching, he published Songs of Innocence (1789), then added 
supplementary poems and printed Songs of Innocence and of Experience (1794). The 
two groups of poems represent the world as it is envisioned by what he calls "two 
contrary states of the human soul." 

Gradually Blake's thinking about human history and his experience of life and 
suffering articulated themselves in the "Giant Forms" and their actions, which came 
to constitute a complete mythology. As Blake's mythical character Los said, speaking 
for all imaginative artists, "I must Create a System or be enslaved by another Man's." 
This coherent but constantly altering and enlarging system composed the subject 
matter first of Blake's "minor prophecies," completed by 1795, and then of the major 
prophetic books on which he continued working until about 1820: The Four Zoas, 
Milton, and Jerusalem. 

In his sixties Blake gave up poetry to devote himself to pictorial art. In the course 
of his life, he produced hundreds of paintings and engravings, many of them illustra-
tions for the work of other poets, including a representation of Chaucer's Canterbury 
pilgrims, a superb set of designs for the Book of Job, and a series of illustrations of 
Dante, on which he was still hard at work when he died. At the time of his death, 
Blake was little known as an artist and almost entirely unknown as a poet. In the mid-
nineteenth century he acquired a group of admirers among the Pre-Baphaelites, who 
regarded him as a precursor. Since the mid-1920s Blake has finally come into his 
own, both in poetry and in painting, as one of the most dedicated, intellectually 
challenging, and astonishingly original artists. His marked influence ranges from Wil-
liam Butler Yeats, who edited Blake's writings and modeled his own system of mythol-
ogy on Blake's, to Allen Ginsberg and other Beat writers, Philip Pullman's His Dark 
Materials trilogy, and the graphic novels of the present day. 

The explication of Blake's cryptic prophetic books has been the preoccupation of 
many scholars. Blake wrote them in the persona, or "voice," of "the Bard! / Who 
Present, Past, & Future sees"—that is, as a British poet who follows Spenser, and 
especially Milton, in a lineage going back to the prophets of the Bible. "The Nature 
of my Work," he said, "is Visionary or Imaginative." What Blake meant by the key 
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terms vision and imagination, however, is often misinterpreted by taking literally what 
he, speaking the traditional language of his great predecessors, intended in a figurative 
sense. "That which can be made Explicit to the Idiot," he declared, "is not worth my 
care." Blake was a born ironist who enjoyed mystifying his well-meaning but literal-
minded friends and who took a defiant pleasure in shocking the dull and complacent 
"angels" of his day by being deliberately outrageous in representing his work and 
opinions. 

Blake declared that "all he knew was in the Bible" and that "The Old & New 
Testaments are the Great Code of Art." This is an exaggeration of the truth that all 
his prophetic writings deal, in various formulations, with some aspects of the overall 
biblical plot of the creation and the Fall, the history of the generations of humanity 
in the fallen world, redemption, and the promise of a recovery of Eden and of a New 
Jerusalem. These events, however, Blake interprets in what he calls "the spiritual 
sense." For such a procedure he had considerable precedent, not in the neoplatonic 
and occult thinkers with whom some modern commentators align him, but in the 
"spiritual" interpreters of the Bible among the radical Protestant sects in seventeenth-
and eighteenth-century England. In The French Revolution, America: A Prophecy, 
Europe: A Prophecy, and the trenchant prophetic satire The Marriage of Heaven and 
Hell—all of which Blake wrote in the early 1790s while he was an ardent supporter 
of the French Revolution—he, like Wordsworth, Coleridge, Southey, and a number 
of radical English theologians, represented the contemporary Revolution as the puri-
fying violence that, according to biblical prophecy, portended the imminent redemp-
tion of humanity and the world. (For discussion of these apocalyptic expectations, 
see "The French Revolution" at Norton Literature Online.) In Blake's later poems 
Ore, the fiery spirit of violent revolution, gives way as a central personage to Los, the 
type of the visionary imagination in the fallen world. 

BLARE'S MYTHMAKING 

Blake's first attempt to articulate his full myth of humanity's present, past, and future 
was The Four Zoas, begun in 1796 or 1797. A passage from the opening statement 
of its theme exemplifies the long verse line (what Blake called "the march of long 
resounding strong heroic verse") in which he wrote his Prophetic Books and will serve 
also to outline the Books' vision: 

Four Mighty Ones are in every Man; a Perfect Unity 
Cannot Exist, but from the Universal Brotherhood of Eden, 
The Universal Man. To Whom be Glory Evermore, Amen. . . . 
Los was the fourth immortal starry one, & in the Earth 
Of a bright Universe Empery attended day & night 
Days & nights of revolving joy, Urthona was his name 
In Eden; in the Auricular Nerves of Human life 
Which is the Earth of Eden, he his Emanations propagated. . . . 

Daughter of Beulah, Sing 
His fall into Division & his Resurrection to Unity. 

Blake's mythical premise, or starting point, is not a transcendent God but the "Uni-
versal Man" who is God and who incorporates the cosmos as well. (Blake elsewhere 
describes this founding image as "the Human Form Divine" and names him "Albion.") 
The Fall, in this myth, is not the fall of humanity away from God but a falling apart 
of primal people, a "fall into Division." In this event the original sin is what Blake 
calls "Selfhood," the attempt of an isolated part to be self-sufficient. The breakup of 
the all-inclusive Universal Man in Eden into exiled parts, it is evident, serves to iden-
tify the Fall with the creation—the creation not only of man and of nature as we 
ordinarily know them but also of a separate sky god who is alien from humanity. 
Universal Man divides first into the "Four Mighty Ones" who are the Zoas, or chief 
powers and component aspects of humanity, and these in turn divide sexually into 
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male Spectres and female Emanations. (Thus in the quoted passage the Zoa known 
in the unfallen state of Eden as Urthona, the imaginative power, separates into the 
form of Los in the fallen world.) In addition to Eden there are three successively 
lower "states" of being in the fallen world, which Blake calls Beulah (a pastoral con-
dition of easy and relaxed innocence, without clash of "contraries"), Generation (the 
realm of common human experience, suffering, and conflicting contraries), and Ulro 
(Blake's hell, the lowest state, or limit, of bleak rationality, tyranny, static negation, 
and isolated Selfhood). The fallen world moves through the cycles of its history, 
successively approaching and falling away from redemption, until, by the agency of 
the Redeemer (who is equated with the human imagination and is most potently 
operative in the prophetic poet), it will culminate in an apocalypse. In terms of his 
controlling image of the Universal Man, Blake describes this apocalypse as a return 
to the original, undivided condition, "his Resurrection to Unity." 

What is confusing to many readers is that Blake alternates this representation of 
the Fall (as a fragmentation of the one Primal Man into separate parts) with a different 
kind of representation, in terms of two sharply opposed ways of seeing the universe. 
In this latter mode the Fall is a catastrophic change from imaginative insight (which 
sees the cosmos as unified and humanized) to sight by the physical eye (which sees 
the cosmos as a multitude of isolated individuals in an inhuman and alien nature). 
In terms of this distinction, the apocalypse toward which Blake as imaginative artist 
strives unceasingly will enable men and women once again to envision all beings as 
participant in the individual life that he calls "the Universal Brotherhood of Eden"— 
that is, a humanized world in which all individuals, in familial union, can feel at 
home. 

The text for Blake's writings is that of The Complete Poetry and Prose of William 
Blake, edited by David V. Erdman and Harold Bloom (rev. ed., Berkeley, 1982). 
Blake's erratic spelling and punctuation have been altered when the original form 
might mislead the reader. The editors are grateful for the expert advice of Joseph 
Viscomi and Robert Essick in editing the selections from Blake. 

All Religions Are One1 

The Voice of one crying in the Wilderness2 

The Argument. As the true method of knowledge is experiment the true 
faculty of knowing must be the faculty which experiences. This faculty I treat 
of. 

PRINCIPLE 1 s t . That the Poetic Genius is the true Man, and that the body 
or outward form of Man is derived from the Poetic Genius. Likewise that the 
forms of all things are derived from their Genius, which by the Ancients was 
call'd an Angel & Spirit & Demon. 

PRINCIPLE 2d. As all men are alike in outward form, So (and with the same 
infinite variety) all are alike in the Poetic Genius. 

PRINCIPLE 3d. No man can think write or speak from his heart, but he must 

1. This and the following two selections are early 
illuminated works, probably etched in 1788. They 
are directed both against 18th-century Deism, or 
"natural religion" (which bases its religious tenets 
not on scriptural revelation, but on evidences of 
God in the natural or "organic" world), and against 
Christian orthodoxy, whose creed is based on a 
particular Scripture. In this selection Blake ironi-
cally accepts the Deistic view that all particular 
religions are variants of the one true religion but 

rejects the Deists' "Argument" that this religion is 
grounded on reasoning from sense experience. He 
attributes the one religion instead to the innate 
possession by all people of "Poetic Genius"—that 
is, of a capacity for imaginative vision. 
2. Applied in the Gospels (e.g., Matthew 3.3) to 
John the Baptist, regarded as fulfilling the proph-
ecy in Isaiah 39.3. Blake applies the phrase to him-
self, as a later prophetic voice in an alien time. 
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II. Reason, or the ratio2 of all we have already known, is not the same that 
it shall be when we know more. 

[Ill lacking] 
IV. The bounded is loathed by its possessor. The same dull round even of a 

universe would soon become a mill with complicated wheels. 
V. If the many become the same as the few when possess'd, More! More! is 

the cry of a mistaken soul. Less than All cannot satisfy Man. 
VI. If any could desire what he is incapable of possessing, despair must be 

his eternal lot. 
VII. The desire of Man being Infinite, the possession is Infinite & himself 

Infinite. 
Application. He who sees the Infinite in all things sees God. He who sees 

the Ratio only sees himself only. 
Therefore God becomes as we are, that we may be as he is. 

1788 

FROM SONGS OF INNOCENCE AND OF EXPERIENCE 1 

S H E W I N G T H E TWO CONTRARY STATES OF T H E HUMAN SOUL 

FROM S O N G S OF I N N O C E N C E 

Introduction 

Piping down the valleys wild 
Piping songs of pleasant glee 
On a cloud I saw a child, 
And he laughing said to me, 

5 "Pipe a song about a Lamb"; 
So I piped with merry chear; 
"Piper pipe that song again"— 
So I piped, he wept to hear. 

2. In Latin ratio signifies both "reason" and "cal-
culation." Blake applies the term derogatorily to 
the 18th-century concept of reason as a calculating 
faculty whose operations are limited to sense per-
ceptions. 
1. Songs of Innocence was etched in 1789, and in 
1794 was combined with additional poems under 
the title Songs of Innocence and of Experience; this 
collection was reprinted at various later times with 
varying arrangements of the poems. In his songs of 
innocence Blake assumes the stance that he is 
writing "happy songs / Every child may joy to hear," 
but they do not all depict an innocent and happy 
world; many of them incorporate injustice, evil, 
and suffering. These aspects of the fallen world, 
however, are represented as they appear to a 
"state" of the human soul that Blake calls "inno-
cence" and that he expresses in a simple pastoral 

language, in the tradition both of Isaac Watts's 
widely read Divine Songs for Children (1715) and 
of the picture-books for child readers pioneered by 
mid-eighteenth-century booksellers such as John 
Newbery. The vision of the same world, as it 
appears to the "contrary" state of the soul that 
Blake calls "experience," is an ugly and terrifying 
one of poverty, disease, prostitution, war, and 
social, institutional, and sexual repression, epitom-
ized in the ghastly representation of modern Lon-
don. Though each stands as an independent poem, 
a number of the songs of innocence have a 
matched counterpart, or "contrary," in the songs 
of experience. Thus "Infant Joy" is paired with 
"Infant Sorrow," and the meek "Lamb" reveals its 
other aspect of divinity in the flaming, wrathful 
"Tyger." 
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"Drop thy pipe thy happy pipe 
10 Sing thy songs of happy chear"; 

So I sung the same again 
While he wept with joy to hear. 

"Piper sit thee down and write 
In a book that all may read"—-

15 So he vanish'd from my sight. 
And I pluck'd a hollow reed, 

And I made a rural pen, 
And I stain'd the water clear, 
And I wrote my happy songs 

20 Every child may joy to hear. 

1789 

The Ecchoing Green 

The Sun does arise, 
And make happy the skies. 
The merry bells ring 
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To welcome the Spring. 
5 The sky-lark and thrush, 

The birds of the bush, 
Sing louder around, 
To the bells' chearful sound. 
While our sports shall be seen 

10 On the Ecchoing Green. 

Old John with white hair 
Does laugh away care, 
Sitting under the oak, 
Among the old folk. 

15 They laugh at our play, 
And soon they all say: 
"Such, such were the joys. 
When we all, girls & boys, 
In our youth-time were seen, 

20 On the Ecchoing Green." 

Till the little ones weary 
No more can be merry 
The sun does descend, 
And our sports have an end: 

25 Round the laps of their mothers, 
Many sisters and brothers, 
Like birds in their nest, 
Are ready for rest; 
And sport no more seen, 

30 On the darkening Green. 

1789 

The Lamb1 

Little Lamb, who made thee? 
Dost thou know who made thee? 

Gave thee life & bid thee feed, 
By the stream & o'er the mead; 

5 Gave thee clothing of delight, 
Softest clothing wooly bright; 
Gave thee such a tender voice, 
Making all the vales rejoice! 

Little Lamb who made thee? 
10 Dost thou know who made thee? 

Little Lamb I'll tell thee, 
Little Lamb I'll tell thee! 

He is called by thy name, 

1. The opening of this poem mimes the form of the catechistic questions and answers customarily used 
for children's religious instruction. 
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For he calls himself a Lamb; 
is He is meek & he is mild, 

He became a little child; 
I a child & thou a lamb, 
We are called by his name. 

Little Lamb God bless thee. 
20 Little Lamb God bless thee. 

1789 

The Little Black Boy 

My mother bore me in the southern wild, 
And I am black, but O! my soul is white; 
WTiite as an angel is the English child, 
But I am black as if bereav'd of light. 

5 My mother taught me underneath a tree, 
And sitting down before the heat of day, 
She took me on her lap and kissed me, 
And pointing to the east, began to say: 

"Look on the rising sun: there God does live 
10 And gives his light, and gives his heat away; 

And flowers and trees and beasts and men receive 
Comfort in morning, joy in the noon day. 

"And we are put on earth a little space, 
That we may learn to bear the beams of love, 

15 And these black bodies and this sun-burnt face 
Is but a cloud, and like a shady grove. 

"For when our souls have leam'd the heat to bear, 
The cloud will vanish; we shall hear his voice, 
Saying: 'Come out from the grove, my love & care, 

20 And round my golden tent like lambs rejoice.' " 

Thus did my mother say, and kissed me; 
And thus I say to little English boy: 
When I from black and he from white cloud free, 
And round the tent of God like lambs we joy, 

25 I'll shade him from the heat till he can bear 
To lean in joy upon our father's knee. 
And then I'll stand and stroke his silver hair, 
And be like him, and he will then love me. 

1 7 8 9 
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The Chimney Sweeper 

When my mother died I was very young, 
And my father sold me while yet my tongue 
Could scarcely cry " 'weep! 'weep! 'weep! 'weep!"1 

So your chimneys I sweep & in soot I sleep. 

5 There's little Tom Dacre, who cried when his head 
That curl'd like a lamb's back, was shav'd, so I said, 
"Hush, Tom! never mind it, for when your head's bare, 
You know that the soot cannot spoil your white hair." 

And so he was quiet, & that very night, 
10 As Tom was a-sleeping he had such a sight! 

That thousands of sweepers, Dick, Joe, Ned, & Jack, 
Were all of them lock'd up in coffins of black; 

And by came an Angel who had a bright key, 
And he open'd the coffins & set them all free; 

is Then down a green plain, leaping, laughing they run, 
And wash in a river and shine in the Sun. 

Then naked & white, all their bags left behind, 
They rise upon clouds, and sport in the wind. 
And the Angel told Tom, if he'd be a good boy, 

20 He'd have God for his father & never want joy. 

And so Tom awoke; and we rose in the dark 
And got with our bags & our brushes to work. 
Tho' the morning was cold, Tom was happy & warm; 
So if all do their duty, they need not fear harm. 

1789 

The Divine Image 

To Mercy, Pity, Peace, and Love, 
All pray in their distress, 
And to these virtues of delight 
Return their thankfulness. 

5 For Mercy, Pity, Peace, and Love, 
Is God, our father dear: 
And Mercy, Pity, Peace, and Love, 
Is Man, his child and care. 

For Mercy has a human heart, 
10 Pity, a human face, 

And Love, the human form divine, 
And Peace, the human dress. 

1. The child's lisping attempt at the chimney sweeper's street cry, "Sweep! Sweep!" 
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Then every man of every clime, 
That prays in his distress, 

15 Prays to the human form divine, 
Love, Mercy, Pity, Peace. 

And all must love the human form, 
In heathen, Turk, or Jew. 
Where Mercy, Love, & Pity dwell, 

20 There God is dwelling too. 

1789 

Holy Thursday1 

'Twas on a Holy Thursday, their innocent faces clean, 
The children walking two & two, in red & blue & green; 
Grey headed beadles2 walkd before with wands as white as snow, 
Till into the high dome of Paul's they like Thames' waters flow. 

5 O what a multitude they seemd, these flowers of London town! 
Seated in companies they sit with radiance all their own. 
The hum of multitudes was there, but multitudes of lambs, 
Thousands of little boys & girls raising their innocent hands. 

Now like a mighty wind they raise to heaven the voice of song, 
10 Or like harmonious thunderings the seats of heaven among. 

Beneath them sit the aged men, wise guardians of the poor; 
Then cherish pity, lest you drive an angel from your door.3 

c a . 1 7 8 4 1789 

Nurse's Song 

When the voices of children are heard on the green 
And laughing is heard on the hill, 
My heart is at rest within my breast 
And everything else is still. 

5 "Then come home my children, the sun is gone down 
And the dews of night arise; 
Come, come, leave off play, and let us away 
Till the morning appears in the skies." 

"No, no, let us play, for it is yet day 
10 And we cannot go to sleep; 

1. In the Anglican Church the Thursday celebrat-
ing the ascension of Jesus (thirty-nine days after 
Easter). It was the custom on this day to march the 
poor (frequently orphaned) children from the 
charity schools of London to a service at St. Paul's 
Cathedral. 

2. Lower church officers, one of whose duties is 
to keep order. 
3. Cf. Hebrews 13.2: "Be not forgetful to entertain 
strangers: for thereby some have entertained 
angels unawares." 
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Besides, in the sky, the little birds fly 
And the hills are all coverd with sheep." 

"Well, well, go & play till the light fades away 
And then go home to bed." 

15 The little ones leaped & shouted & laugh'd 
And all the hills ecchoed. 

ca. 1784 1789 

Infant Joy 

"I have no name, 
I am but two days old." 
What shall I call thee? 
"I happy am, 

5 Joy is my name." 
Sweet joy befall thee! 

Pretty joy! 
Sweet joy but two days old, 
Sweet joy I call thee; 

10 Thou dost smile, 
I sing the while— 
Sweet joy befall thee. 

1789 

FROM SONGS OF EXPERIENCE 

Introduction 

Hear the voice of the Bard! 
Who Present, Past, & Future sees; 
Whose ears have heard 
The Holy Word 

5 That walk'd among the ancient trees;1 

Calling the lapsed Soul2 

And weeping in the evening dew, 
That might controll3 

The starry pole, 
io And fallen, fallen light renew! 

1. Genesis 3.8: "And [Adam and Eve] heard the 
voice of the Lord God walking in the garden in the 
cool of the day." The Bard, or poet-prophet, whose 
imagination is not bound by time, has heard the 
voice of the Lord in Eden. 
2. The syntax leaves it ambiguous whether it is 

"the Bard" or "the Holy Word" who calls to the 
fallen ("lapsed") soul and to the fallen earth to stop 
the natural cycle of light and darkness. 
3. The likely syntax is that "Soul" is the subject of 
"might controll." 
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P E R I E N C L 

P r / n W V fib I 
Separa te title page for Songs of 
Experience ( 1 7 9 4 ) 

"O Earth, O Earth, return! 
Arise from out the dewy grass; 
Night is worn, 
And the morn 

15 Rises from the slumberous mass. 

"Turn away no more; 
Why wilt thou turn away? 
The starry floor 
The watry shore4 

20 Is giv'n thee till the break of day." 

1794 

Earth's Answer1 

Earth rais'd up her head, 
From the darkness dread & drear. 

4. In Blake's recurrent symbolism the starry sky 1. The Earth explains why she, the natural world, 
("floor") signifies rigid rational order, and the sea cannot by her unaided endeavors renew the fallen 
signifies chaos. light. 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



T H E C L O D & T H E P E B B L E / 8 9 

Her light fled: 
Stony dread! 

5 And her locks cover'd with grey despair. 

"Prison'd on watry shore 
Starry Jealousy does keep my den, 
Cold and hoar 
Weeping o'er 

10 I hear the Father of the ancient men.2 

"Selfish father of men, 
Cruel, jealous, selfish fear! 
Can delight 
Chain'd in night 

15 The virgins of youth and morning bear? 

"Does spring hide its joy 
When buds and blossoms grow? 
Does the sower 
Sow by night, 

20 Or the plowman in darkness plow? 

"Break this heavy chain 
That does freeze my bones around; 
Selfish! vain! 
Eternal bane! 

25 That free Love with bondage bound." 

1794 

The Clod & the Pebble 

"Love seeketh not Itself to please, 
Nor for itself hath any care; 
But for another gives its ease, 
And builds a Heaven in Hell's despair." 

5 So sang a little Clod of Clay, 
Trodden with the cattle's feet; 
But a Pebble of the brook, 
Warbled out these metres meet: 

"Love seeketh only Self to please, 
10 To bind another to its delight; 

Joys in another's loss of ease, 
And builds a Hell in Heaven's despite." 

1794 

2. This is the character that Blake later named 
"Urizen" in his prophetic works. He is the tyrant 
who binds the mind to the natural world and also 

imposes a moral bondage on sexual desire and 
other modes of human energy. 
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Holy Thursday 

Is this a holy thing to see, 
In a rich and fruitful land, 
Babes reduced to misery, 
Fed with cold and usurous hand? 

5 Is that trembling cry a song? 
Can it be a song of joy? 
And so many children poor? 
It is a land of poverty! 

And their sun does never shine, 
10 And their fields are bleak & bare, 

And their ways are fill'd with thorns; 
It is eternal winter there. 

For where-e'er the sun does shine, 
And where-e'er the rain does fall, 

15 Babe can never hunger there, 
Nor poverty the mind appall. 

1794 

The Chimney Sweeper 

A little black thing among the snow 
Crying " 'weep, weep," in notes of woe! 
"Where are thy father & mother? say?" 
"They are both gone up to the church to pray. 

5 "Because I was happy upon the heath, 
And smil'd among the winter's snow; 
They clothed me in the clothes of death, 
And taught me to sing the notes of woe. 

"And because I am happy, & dance & sing, 
IO They think they have done me no injury, 

And are gone to praise God & his Priest & King, 
Who make up a heaven of our misery." 

1790-92 1794 

Nurse's Song 

When the voices of children are heard on the green 
And whisperings are in the dale, 
The days of my youth rise fresh in my mind, 
My face turns green and pale. 
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5 Then come home my children, the sun is gone down 
And the dews of night arise; 
Your spring & your day are wasted in play, 
And your winter and night in disguise. 

1794 

The Sick Rose 

O Rose, thou art sick. 
The invisible worm 
That flies in the night 
In the howling storm 

5 Has found out thy bed 
Of crimson joy, 
And his dark secret love 
Does thy life destroy. 

1794 

The Fly 

Little Fly 
Thy summer's play 
My thoughtless hand 
Has brush'd away 

5 Am not I 
A fly like thee? 
Or art not thou 
A man like me? 

For I dance 
10 And drink & sing, 

Till some blind hand 
Shall brush my wing. 

If thought is life 
And strength & breath, 

15 And the want 
Of thought is death; 

Then am I 
A happy fly, 
If I live, 

20 Or if I die. 

1 7 9 4 
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"The Tyger" 

The Tyger1 

Tyger! Tyger! burning bright 
In the forests of the night, 
What immortal hand or eye 
Could frame thy fearful symmetry? 

5 In what distant deeps or skies 
Burnt the fire of thine eyes? 
On what wings dare he aspire? 
What the hand dare seize the fire? 

And what shoulder, & what art, 
10 Could twist the sinews of thy heart? 

And when thy heart began to beat, 
What dread hand? & what dread feet? 
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1. For the author's revisions while composing "The Tyger," see "Poems in Process," in the appendices to 
this volume. 
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What the hammer? what the chain? 
In what furnace was thy brain? 

is What the anvil? what dread grasp 
Dare its deadly terrors clasp? 

When the stars threw down their spears2 

And water'd heaven with their tears, 
Did he smile his work to see? 

20 Did he who made the Lamb make thee? 

Tyger! Tyger! burning bright 
In the forests of the night, 
What immortal hand or eye 
Dare frame thy fearful symmetry? 

1790-92 1794 

My Pretty Rose Tree 

A flower was offerd to me; 
Such a flower as May never bore, 
But I said, "I've a Pretty Rose-tree," 
And I passed the sweet flower o'er. 

5 Then I went to my Pretty Rose-tree, 
To tend her by day and by night. 
But my Rose turnd away with jealousy, 
And her thorns were my only delight. 

1794 

Ah Sun-flower 

Ah Sun-flower! weary of time, 
Who countest the steps of the Sun, 
Seeking after that sweet golden clime 
Where the traveller's journey is done; 

5 Where the Youth pined away with desire, 
And the pale Virgin shrouded in snow, 
Arise from their graves and aspire, 
Where my Sun-flower wishes to go. 

1794 

2. "Threw down" is ambiguous and may signify that the stars either "surrendered" or "hurled down" their 
spears. 
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The Garden of Love 

I went to the Garden of Love, 
And saw what I never had seen: 
A Chapel was built in the midst, 
Where I used to play on the green. 

5 And the gates of this Chapel were shut, 
And "Thou shalt not" writ over the door; 
So I turn'd to the Garden of Love, 
That so many sweet flowers bore, 

And I saw it was filled with graves, 
10 And tomb-stones where flowers should be; 

And Priests in black gowns were walking their rounds, 
And binding with briars my joys & desires. 

I wander thro' each charter'd' street, 
Near where the charter'd Thames does flow, 
And mark in every face I meet 
Marks of weakness, marks of woe. 

5 In every cry of every Man, 
In every Infant's cry of fear, 
In every voice, in every ban,2 

The mind-forg'd manacles I hear: 

How the Chimney-sweeper's cry 
10 Every blackning Church appalls, 

And the hapless Soldier's sigh 
Runs in blood down Palace walls. 

But most thro' midnight streets I hear 
How the youthful Harlot's curse 

15 Blasts the new-born Infant's tear,3 

And blights with plagues the Marriage hearse.4 

1794 

London 

1794 

1. "Given liberty," but also, ironically, "preempted 
as private property, and rented out." 

ease (the "plagues" of line 16) by earlier infection 
from the harlot. 

2. The various meanings of ban are relevant (polit-
ical and legal prohibition, curse, public condem-
nation) as well as "banns" (marriage proclama-
tion). 
3. Most critics read this line as implying prenatal 
blindness, resulting from a parent's venereal dis-

4. In the older sense: "converts the marriage bed 
into a bier." Or possibly, because the current sense 
of the word had also come into use in Blake's day, 
"converts the marriage coach into a funeral 
hearse." 
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The Human Abstract1 

Pity would be no more, 
If we did not make somebody Poor; 
And Mercy no more could be, 
If all were as happy as we; 

5 And mutual fear brings peace, 
Till the selfish loves increase; 
Then Cruelty knits a snare, 
And spreads his baits with care. 

He sits down with holy fears, 
10 And waters the ground with tears; 

Then Humility takes its root 
Underneath his foot. 

Soon spreads the dismal shade 
Of Mystery over his head; 

is And the Catterpiller and Fly 
Feed on the Mystery. 

And it bears the fruit of Deceit, 
Ruddy and sweet to eat; 
And the Raven his nest has made 

20 In its thickest shade. 

The Gods of the earth and sea, 
Sought thro' Nature to find this Tree, 
But their search was all in vain: 
There grows one in the Human Brain. 

1790-92 1794 

Infant Sorrow 

My mother groand! my father wept. 
Into the dangerous world I leapt, 
Helpless, naked, piping loud; 
Like a fiend hid in a cloud. 

5 Struggling in my father's hands, 
Striving against my swadling bands; 
Bound and weary I thought best 
To sulk upon my mother's breast. 

1794 

1. The matched contrary to "The Divine Image" in represented as possible marks for exploitation, cru-
Songs of Innocence. The virtues of the earlier elty, conflict, and hypocritical humility, 
poem, "Mercy, Pity, Peace, and Love," are now 
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A Poison Tree 

I was angry with my friend: 
I told my wrath, my wrath did end. 
I was angry with my foe: 
I told it not, my wrath did grow. 

5 And I waterd it in fears, 
Night & morning with my tears; 
And I sunned it with smiles, 
And with soft deceitful wiles. 

And it grew both day and night, 
10 Till it bore an apple bright. 

And my foe beheld it shine, 
And he knew that it was mine, 

And into my garden stole, 
When the night had veild the pole; 

15 In the morning glad I see 
My foe outstretchd beneath the tree. 

Whate'er is Born of Mortal Birth 
Must be consumed with the Earth 
To rise from Generation free; 
Then what have I to do with thee?2 

5 The Sexes sprung from Shame & Pride, 
Blow'd0 in the morn, in evening died; blossomed 
But Mercy changd Death into Sleep; 
The Sexes rose to work & weep. 

Thou, Mother of my Mortal part, 
10 With cruelty didst mould my Heart, 

And with false self-deceiving tears 
Didst bind my Nostrils, Eyes, & Ears. 

Didst close my Tongue in senseless clay 
And me to Mortal Life betray. 

15 The Death of Jesus set me free; 
Then what have I to do with thee? 

1794 

To Tirzah1 

ca. 1805 

1. Tirzah was the capital of the northern kingdom 
of Israel and is conceived by Blake in opposition to 
Jerusalem, capital of the southern kingdom of 
Judah, whose tribes had been redeemed from cap-
tivity. In this poem, which was added to late ver-
sions of Songs of Experience, Tirzah is represented 

as the mother—in the realm of material nature and 
"Generation"—of the mortal body, with its restric-
tive senses. 
2. Echoing the words of Christ to his mother at 
the marriage in Cana, John 2.4: "Woman, what 
have I to do with thee? mine hour is not yet come." 
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A Divine Image1 

Cruelty has a Human Heart 
And Jealousy a Human Face, 
Terror, the Human Form Divine, 
And Secrecy, the Human Dress. 

5 The Human Dress is forged Iron, 
The Human Form, a fiery Forge, 
The Human Face, a Furnace seal'd, 
The Human Heart, its hungry Gorge.0 maw, stomach 

1790-91 

T h e B o o k of T h e l Although Blake dated the etched poem 1789, its compo-
sition probably extended to 1791, so that he was working on it at the time he was 
writing the Songs of Innocence and some of the Songs of Experience. The Book of Thel 
treats the same two "states"; now, however, Blake employs the narrative instead of 
the lyrical mode and embodies aspects of the developing myth that was fully enacted 
in his later prophetic books. And like the major prophecies, this poem is written in 
the fourteener, a long line of seven stresses. 

The name Thel possibly derives from the Greek word for "wish" or "will" and may 
be intended to suggest the failure of desire, because of timidity, to fulfill itself. Thel 
is represented as a virgin dwelling in the Vales of Har, which seems equivalent to the 
sheltered state of pastoral peace and innocence in Blake's Songs of Innocence. Here, 
however, Thel feels useless and unfulfilled, and appeals for comfort, unavailingly, to 
various beings who are contented with their roles in Har. Finally, the Clay invites 
Thel to try the experiment of assuming embodied life. Part 4 (plate 6) expresses the 
brutal shock of the revelation to Thel of the experience of sexual desire—a revelation 
from which she flees in terror back to her sheltered, if unsatisfying, existence in Har. 

Some commentators propose that Thel is an unborn soul who rejects the ordeal of 
an embodied life in the material world. Others propose that Thel is a human virgin 
who shrinks from experiencing a life of adult sexuality. It is possible, however, to read 
Blake's little myth as comprehending both these areas of significance. The reader 
does not need to know Blake's mythology inside and out to recognize the broad sym-
bolic reach of this poem in ordinary human experience—the elemental failure of 
nerve to meet the challenge of life as it is, the timid incapacity to risk the conflict, 
physicality, pain, and loss without which there is no possibility either of growth or of 
creativity. 

1. Blake omitted this poem from all but one copy and subtle contrary to "The Divine Image" in Songs 
of Songs of Experience, probably because "The of Innocence. 
Human Abstract" served as a more comprehensive 
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William Wordsworth was born in Cockermouth in West Cumberland, just on the 
northern fringe of the English Lake District. When his mother died, the eight-year-
old boy was sent to school at Hawkshead, near Esthwaite Lake, in the heart of that 
sparsely populated region that he and Coleridge were to transform into one of the 
poetic centers of England. William and his three brothers boarded in the cottage of 
Ann Tyson, who gave the boys simple comfort, ample affection, and freedom to roam 
the countryside at will. A vigorous, unruly, and sometimes moody boy, William spent 
his free days and occasionally "half the night" in the sports and rambles described in 
the first two books of The Prelude, "drinking in" (to use one of his favorite metaphors) 
the natural sights and sounds, and getting to know the cottagers, shepherds, and 
solitary wanderers who moved through his imagination into his later poetry. He also 
found time to read voraciously in the books owned by his young headmaster, William 
Taylor, who encouraged him in his inclination to poetry. 

John Wordsworth, the poet's father, died suddenly when William was thirteen, 
leaving to his five children mainly the substantial sum owed him by Lord Lonsdale, 
whom he had served as attorney and as steward of the huge Lonsdale estate. This 
harsh nobleman had yet to pay the debt when he died in 1802. Wordsworth was 
nevertheless able in 1787 to enter St. John's College, Cambridge University, where 
four years later he took his degree without distinction. 

During the summer vacation of his third year at Cambridge (1790), Wordsworth 
and his closest college friend, the Welshman Robert Jones, journeyed on foot through 
France and the Alps (described in The Prelude 6) at the time when the French were 
joyously celebrating the first anniversary of the fall of the Bastille. Upon completing 
his course at Cambridge, Wordsworth spent four months in London, set off on 
another walking tour with Robert Jones through Wales (the time of the memorable 
ascent of Mount Snowdon in The Prelude 14), and then went back alone to France 
to master the language and qualify as a traveling tutor. 

During his year in France (November 1791 to December 1792), Wordsworth 
became a fervent supporter of the French Revolution—which seemed to him and 
many others to promise a "glorious renovation" of society—and he fell in love with 
Annette Vallon, the daughter of a French surgeon at Blois. The two planned to marry, 
despite their differences in religion and political inclinations (Annette belonged to an 
old Catholic family whose sympathies were Royalist). But almost immediately after 
their daughter, Caroline, was born, lack of money forced Wordsworth to return to 
England. The outbreak of war made it impossible for him to rejoin Annette and 
Caroline. Wordsworth's guilt over this abandonment, his divided loyalties between 
England and France, and his gradual disillusion with the course of the Revolution 
brought him—according to his account in The Prelude 10 and 11—to the verge of 
an emotional breakdown, when "sick, wearied out with contrarieties," he "yielded up 
moral questions in despair." His suffering, his near-collapse, and the successful effort, 
after his break with his past, to reestablish "a saving intercourse with my true self," 
are the experiences that underlie many of his greatest poems. 

At this critical point, a friend died and left Wordsworth a sum of money just suf-
ficient to enable him to live by his poetry. In 1795 he settled in a rent-free house 
at Racedown, Dorsetshire, with his beloved sister, Dorothy, who now began her 
long career as confidante, inspirer, and secretary. At that same time Wordsworth 
met Samuel Taylor Coleridge. Two years later he moved to Alfoxden House, Somer-
setshire, to be near Coleridge, who lived four miles away at Nether Stowey. Here 
he entered at the age of twenty-seven on the delayed springtime of his poetic 
career. 

Even while he had been an undergraduate at Cambridge, Coleridge claimed that 
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he had detected signs of genius in Wordsworth's rather conventional poem about his 
tour in the Alps, Descriptive Sketches, published in 1793. Now he hailed Wordsworth 
unreservedly as "the best poet of the age." The two men met almost daily, talked for 
hours about poetry, and wrote prolifically. So close was their association that we find 
the same phrases occurring in poems by Wordsworth and Coleridge, as well as in the 
remarkable journals that Dorothy kept at the time; the two poets collaborated in some 
writings and freely traded thoughts and passages for others; and Coleridge even 
undertook to complete a few poems that Wordsworth had left unfinished. This close 
partnership, along with the hospitality the two households offered to another young 
radical writer, John Thelwall, aroused the paranoia of people in the neighborhood. 
Already fearful of a military invasion by France, they became convinced that Words-
worth and Coleridge were political plotters, not poets. The government sent spies to 
investigate, and the Wordsworths lost their lease. 

Although brought to this abrupt end, that short period of collaboration resulted in 
one of the most important books of the era, Lyrical Ballads, with a Few Other Poems, 
published anonymously in 1798. This short volume opened with Coleridge's Ancient 
Mariner and included three other poems by Coleridge, some lyrics in which Words-
worth celebrated the experience of nature, and a number of verse anecdotes drawn 
from the lives of the rural poor. (The verse forms and the subject matter of this last 
set of poems—which includes "Simon Lee," "We Are Seven," and "The Thorn"— 
make evident the debt, announced in the very title of Lyrical Ballads, that Words-
worth's and Coleridge's book owed to the folk ballads that were being transcribed and 
anthologized in the later eighteenth century by collectors such as Thomas Percy and 
Robert Burns.) The book closed with Wordsworth's great descriptive and meditative 
poem in blank verse, "Tintern Abbey." This poem inaugurated what modern critics 
call Wordsworth's "myth of nature": his presentation of the "growth" of his mind to 
maturity, a process unfolding through the interaction between the inner world of the 
mind and the shaping force of external Nature. 

William Hazlitt said that when he heard Coleridge read some of the newly written 
poems of Lyrical Ballads aloud, "the sense of a new style and a new spirit in poetry 
came over me," with something of the effect "that arises from the turning up of the 
fresh soil, or of the first welcome breath of spring." The reviewers were less enthusi-
astic, warning that, because of their simple language and subject matter, poems such 
as "Simon Lee" risked "vulgarity" or silliness. Nevertheless Lyrical Ballads sold out in 
two years, and Wordsworth published under his own name a new edition, dated 1800, 
to which he added a second volume of poems. In his famous Preface to this edition, 
planned in close consultation with Coleridge, Wordsworth outlined a critical program 
that provided a retroactive rationale for the "experiments" the poems represented. 

Late in 1799 William and Dorothy moved back permanently to their native lakes, 
settling at Grasmere in the little house later named Dove Cottage. Coleridge, follow-
ing them, rented at Keswick, thirteen miles away. In 1802 Wordsworth finally came 
into his father's inheritance and, after an amicable settlement with Annette Vallon, 
married Mary Hutchinson, whom he had known since childhood. His life after that 
time had many sorrows: the drowning in 1805 of his favorite brother, John, a sea 
captain; the death in 1812 of two of his and Mary's five children; a growing rift with 
Coleridge, culminating in a bitter quarrel (1810) from which they were not completely 
reconciled for almost two decades; and, from the 1830s on, Dorothy's physical and 
mental illness. Over these years Wordsworth became, nonetheless, increasingly pros-
perous and famous. He also displayed a political and religious conservatism that dis-
appointed readers who, like Hazlitt, had interpreted his early work as the expression 
of a "levelling Muse" that promoted democratic change. In 1813a government sine-
cure, the position of stamp distributor (that is, revenue collector) for Westmorland, 
was bestowed on him—concrete evidence of his recognition as a national poet and 
of the alteration in the government's perception of his politics. Gradually, Words-
worth's residences, as he moved into more and more comfortable quarters, became 
standard stops for sightseers touring the Lakes. By 1843 he was poet laureate of Great 
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Britain. He died in 1850 at the age of eighty. Only then did his executors publish his 
masterpiece, The Prelude, the autobiographical poem that he had written in two parts 
in 1799, expanded to its full length in 1805, and then continued to revise almost to 
the last decade of his long life. 

Most of Wordsworth's greatest poetry had been written by 1807, when he published 
Poems, in Two Volumes; and after The Excursion (1814) and the first collected edition 
of his poems (1815), although he continued to write prolifically, his powers appeared 
to decline. The causes of that decline have been much debated. One seems to be 
inherent in the very nature of his writing. Wordsworth is above all the poet of the 
remembrance of things past or, as he put it, of "emotion recollected in tranquillity." 
Some object or event in the present triggers a sudden renewal of feelings he had 
experienced in youth; the result is a poem exhibiting the discrepancy between what 
Wordsworth called "two consciousnesses": himself as he is now and himself as he 
once was. But the memory of one's early emotional experience is not an inexhaustible 
resource for poetry, as Wordsworth recognized. He said in The Prelude 12, while 
describing the recurrence of "spots of time" from his memories of childhood: 

The days gone by 
Beturn upon me almost from the dawn 
Of life: the hiding places of Man's power 
Open; I would approach them, but they close. 
I see by glimpses now; when age comes on, 
May scarcely see at all. 

The past that Wordsworth recollected was one of moments of intense experience, 
and of emotional turmoil that is ordered, in the calmer present, into a hard-won 
equilibrium. As time went on, however, he gained what, in the "Ode to Duty" (com-
posed in 1804), he longed for, "a repose which ever is the same"—but at the expense 
of the agony and excitation that, under the calm surface, empower his best and most 
characteristic poems. 

Occasionally in his middle and later life a jolting experience would revive the inten-
sity of Wordsworth's remembered emotion, and also his earlier poetic strength. The 
moving sonnet "Surprised by Joy," for example, was written in his forties at the abrupt 
realization that time was beginning to diminish his grief at the death some years earlier 
of his little daughter Catherine. And when Wordsworth was sixty-five years old, the 
sudden report of the death of James Hogg called up the memory of other poets whom 
Wordsworth had loved and outlived; the result was his "Extempore Effusion," in 
which he returns to the simple quatrains of the early Lyrical Ballads and recovers the 
elegiac voice that had mourned Lucy, thirty-five years before. 

FROM LYRICAL BALLADS 

Simon Lee1 

The Old Huntsman 

W I T H A N I N C I D E N T I N W H I C H H E WAS C O N C E R N E D 

In the sweet shire of Cardigan,2 

Not far from pleasant Ivor-hall, 

1. This old man had been huntsman to the 
Squires of Alfoxden. . . . I have, after an interval of 
45 years, the image of the old man as fresh before 
my eyes as if I had seen him yesterday. The expres-
sion when the hounds were out, "I dearly love their 
voices," was word for word from his own lips 

[Wordsworth's note, 1843]. Wordsworth and 
Dorothy had lived at Alfoxden House, Somer-
setshire, in 1797-98 . 
2. Wordsworth relocates the incident from Somer-
setshire to Cardiganshire in Wales. 
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And this green pastoral landscape, were to me 
More dear, both for themselves and for thy sake! 

July 1798 1798 

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

Although some of its ideas had antecedents in the later eighteenth century, the 
Preface as a whole deserves its reputation as a revolutionary manifesto about the 
nature of poetry. Like many radical statements, however, it claims to go back to 
the implicit principles that governed the great poetry of the past but have been per-
verted in recent practice. Most discussions of the Preface, following the lead of Cole-
ridge in chapters 14 and 1 7 of his Biographia Literaria, have focused on Wordsworth's 
assertions about the valid language of poetry, on which he bases his attack on the 
"poetic diction" of eighteenth-century poets. As Coleridge pointed out, Wordsworth's 
argument about this issue is far from clear. However, Wordsworth's questioning of 
the underlying premises of neoclassical poetry went even further. His Preface implic-
itly denies the traditional assumption that the poetic genres constitute a hierarchy, 
from epic and tragedy at the top down through comedy, satire, pastoral, to the short 
lyric at the lowest reaches of the poetic scale; he also rejects the traditional principle 
of "decorum," which required the poet to arrange matters so that the poem's subject 
(especially the social class of its protagonists) and its level of diction conformed to 
the status of the literary kind on the poetic scale. 

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

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

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

[ T H E S U B J E C T AND LANGUAGE O F P O E T R Y ] 

The first volume of these poems has already been submitted to general 
perusal. It was published, as an experiment, which, I hoped, might be of some 
use to ascertain, how far, by fitting to metrical arrangement a selection of the 
real language of men in a state of vivid sensation, that sort of pleasure and 
that quantity of pleasure may be imparted, which a poet may rationally endeav-
our to impart. 

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

For the sake of variety, and from a consciousness of my own weakness, I 
was induced to request the assistance of a friend, who furnished me with the 
poems of the Ancient Mariner, the Foster-Mother's Tale, the Nightingale, and 
the poem entitled Love. I should not, however, have requested this assistance, 
had I not believed that the poems of my friend1 would in a great measure have 
the same tendency as my own, and that, though there would be found a dif-
ference, there would be found no discordance in the colours of our style; as 
our opinions on the subject of poetry do almost entirely coincide. 

Several of my friends are anxious for the success of these poems from a 
belief, that, if the views with which they were composed were indeed realized, 
a class of poetry would be produced, well adapted to interest mankind per-
manently, and not unimportant in the multiplicity, and in the quality of its 
moral relations: and on this account they have advised me to prefix a systematic 
defence of the theory upon which the poems were written. But I was unwilling 
to undertake the task, because I knew that on this occasion the reader would 
look coldly upon my arguments, since I might be suspected of having been 
principally influenced by the selfish and foolish hope of reasoning him into an 
approbation of these particular poems: and I was still more unwilling to under-
take the task, because, adequately to display my opinions, and fully to enforce 
my arguments, would require a space wholly disproportionate to the nature of 
a preface. For to treat the subject with the clearness and coherence of which 
I believe it susceptible, it would be necessary to give a full account of the 
present state of the public taste in this country, and to determine how far this 
taste is healthy or depraved; which, again, could not be determined, without 
pointing out, in what manner language and the human mind act and re-act 
on each other, and without retracing the revolutions, not of literature alone, 

1. The "friend" of course is Coleridge. 
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but likewise of society itself. I have therefore altogether declined to enter 
regularly upon this defence; yet I am sensible, that there would be some impro-
priety in abruptly obtruding upon the public, without a few words of intro-
duction, poems so materially different from those upon which general 
approbation is at present bestowed. 

It is supposed, that by the act of writing in verse an author makes a formal 
engagement that he will gratify certain known habits of association; that he 
not only thus apprizes the reader that certain classes of ideas and expressions 
will be found in his book, but that others will be carefully excluded. This 
exponent or symbol held forth by metrical language must in different eras of 
literature have excited very different expectations: for example, in the age of 
Catullus, Terence, and Lucretius and that of Statius or Claudian,2 and in our 
own country, in the age of Shakespeare and Beaumont and Fletcher, and that 
of Donne and Cowley, or Dryden, or Pope. I will not take upon me to deter-
mine the exact import of the promise which by the act of writing in verse an 
author, in the present day, makes to his reader; but I am certain, it will appear 
to many persons that I have not fulfilled the terms of an engagement thus 
voluntarily contracted. They who have been accustomed to the gaudiness and 
inane phraseology of many modern writers, if they persist in reading this book 
to its conclusion, will, no doubt, frequently have to struggle with feelings of 
strangeness and awkwardness: they will look round for poetry, and will be 
induced to inquire by what species of courtesy these attempts can be permitted 
to assume that title. I hope therefore the reader will not censure me, if I 
attempt to state what I have proposed to myself to perform; and also (as far 
as the limits of a preface will permit) to explain some of the chief reasons 
which have determined me in the choice of my purpose: that at least he may 
be spared any unpleasant feeling of disappointment, and that I myself may be 
protected from the most dishonorable accusation which can be brought 
against an author, namely, that of an indolence which prevents him from 
endeavouring to ascertain what is his duty, or, when this duty is ascertained, 
prevents him from performing it. 

The principal object, then, which I proposed to myself in these poems was 
to choose incidents and situations from common life, and to relate or describe 
them, throughout, as far as was possible, in a selection of language really used 
by men; and, at the same time, to throw over them a certain colouring of 
imagination, whereby ordinary things should be presented to the mind in an 
unusual way; and, further, and above all, to make these incidents and situa-
tions interesting by tracing in them, truly though not ostentatiously, the pri-
mary laws of our nature: chiefly, as far as regards the manner in which we 
associate ideas in a state of excitement. Low and rustic life was generally 
chosen, because in that condition, the essential passions of the heart find a 
better soil in which they can attain their maturity, are less under restraint, and 
speak a plainer and more emphatic language; because in that condition of life 
our elementary feelings co-exist in a state of greater simplicity, and, conse-
quently, may be more accurately contemplated, and more forcibly communi-
cated; because the manners of rural life germinate from those elementary 
feelings; and, from the necessary character of rural occupations, are more 
easily comprehended; and are more durable; and lastly, because in that con-

2. Wordsworth's implied contrast is between the and the elaborate artifice of the last two Roman 
naturalness and simplicity of the first three Roman poets (Statius wrote in the 1 st and Claudian in the 
poets (who wrote in the last two centuries b.c.e .) 4th century c.e.) . 
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dition the passions of men are incorporated with the beautiful and permanent 
forms of nature. The language, too, of these men is adopted (purified indeed 
from what appear to be its real defects, from all lasting and rational causes of 
dislike or disgust) because such men hourly communicate with the best objects 
from which the best part of language is originally derived; and because, from 
their rank in society and the sameness and narrow circle of their intercourse, 
being less under the influence of social vanity they convey their feelings and 
notions in simple and unelaborated expressions. Accordingly, such a language, 
arising out of repeated experience and regular feelings, is a more permanent, 
and a far more philosophical language, than that which is frequently substi-
tuted for it by poets, who think that they are conferring honour upon them-
selves and their art, in proportion as they separate themselves from the 
sympathies of men, and indulge in arbitrary and capricious habits of expres-
sion, in order to furnish food for fickle tastes, and fickle appetites, of their 
own creation.3 

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

I have said that each of these poems has a purpose. I have also informed 
my reader what this purpose will be found principally to be: namely, to illus-
trate the manner in which our feelings and ideas are associated in a state of 
excitement. But, speaking in language somewhat more appropriate, it is to 
follow the fluxes and refluxes of the mind when agitated by the great and 

3. It is worth while here to observe that the affecting parts of Chaucer are almost always expressed in 
language pure and universally intelligible even to this day [Wordsworth's note]. 
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simple affections of our nature. This object I have endeavored in these short 
essays to attain by various means; by tracing the maternal passion through 
many of its more subtile4 windings, as in the poems of the Idiot Boy and the 
Mad Mother; by accompanying the last struggles of a human being, at the 
approach of death, cleaving in solitude to life and society, as in the poem of 
the Forsaken Indian; by shewing, as in the stanzas entitled We Are Seven, the 
perplexity and obscurity which in childhood attend our notion of death, or 
rather our utter inability to admit that notion; or by displaying the strength of 
fraternal, or to speak more philosophically, of moral attachment when early 
associated with the great and beautiful objects of nature, as in The Brothers; 
or, as in the Incident of Simon Lee, by placing my reader in the way of receiving 
from ordinary moral sensations another and more salutary impression than we 
are accustomed to receive from them. It has also been part of my general 
purpose to attempt to sketch characters under the influence of less impas-
sioned feelings, as in the Two April Mornings, The Fountain, The Old Man 
Travelling, The Two Thieves, &c., characters of which the elements are simple, 
belonging rather to nature than to manners,5 such as exist now, and will proba-
bly always exist, and which from their constitution may be distinctly and profit-
ably contemplated. I will not abuse the indulgence of my reader by dwelling 
longer upon this subject; but it is proper that I should mention one other circum-
stance which distinguishes these poems from the popular poetry of the day; it is 
this, that the feeling therein developed gives importance to the action and situ-
ation, and not the action and situation to the feeling. My meaning will be ren-
dered perfectly intelligible by referring my reader to the poems entitled Poor 
Susan and the Childless Father, particularly to the last stanza of the latter poem. 

I will not suffer a sense of false modesty to prevent me from asserting, that 
I point my reader's attention to this mark of distinction, far less for the sake 
of these particular poems than from the general importance of the subject. 
The subject is indeed important! For the human mind is capable of being 
excited without the application of gross6 and violent stimulants; and he must 
have a very faint perception of its beauty and dignity who does not know this, 
and who does not further know, that one being is elevated above another, in 
proportion as he possesses this capability. It has therefore appeared to me, 
that to endeavour to produce or enlarge this capability is one of the best serv-
ices in which, at any period, a writer can be engaged; but this service, excellent 
at all times, is especially so at the present day. For a multitude of causes, 
unknown to former times, are now acting with a combined force to blunt the 
discriminating powers of the mind, and, unfitting it for all voluntary exertion, 
to reduce it to a state of almost savage torpor. The most effective of these 
causes are the great national events which are daily taking place, and the 
increasing accumulation of men in cities, where the uniformity of their occu-
pations produces a craving for extraordinary incident, which the rapid com-
munication of intelligence hourly gratifies.7 To this tendency of life and 
manners the literature and theatrical exhibitions of the country have con-
formed themselves. The invaluable works of our elder writers, I had almost 
said the works of Shakespeare and Milton, are driven into neglect by frantic 
novels, sickly and stupid German tragedies,8 and deluges of idle and extrava-

4. Subtle. 
5. Social custom. 
6. Coarse. 
7. This was the period of the wars against France, 
of industrial urbanization, and of the rapid prolif-
eration in England of daily newspapers. 

8. Wordsworth had in mind the "Gothic" terror 
novels by writers such as Ann Radcliffe and Mat-
thew Gregory Lewis and the sentimental melo-
drama, then immensely popular in England, of 
August von Kotzebue and his German contempo-
raries. 
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gant stories in verse.—When I think upon this degrading thirst after outra-
geous stimulation, I am almost ashamed to have spoken of the feeble effort 
with which I have endeavoured to counteract it; and, reflecting upon the mag-
nitude of the general evil, I should be oppressed with no dishonorable mel-
ancholy, had I not a deep impression of certain inherent and indestructible 
qualities of the human mind, and likewise of certain powers in the great and 
permanent objects that act upon it which are equally inherent and indestruc-
tible; and did I not further add to this impression a belief, that the time is 
approaching when the evil will be systematically opposed, by men of greater 
powers, and with far more distinguished success. 

Having dwelt thus long on the subjects and aim of these poems, I shall 
request the reader's permission to apprize him of a few circumstances relating 
to their style, in order, among other reasons, that I may not be censured for 
not having performed what I never attempted. The reader will find that per-
sonifications of abstract ideas9 rarely occur in these volumes; and, I hope, are 
utterly rejected as an ordinary device to elevate the style, and raise it above 
prose. I have proposed to myself to imitate, and, as far as is possible, to adopt 
the very language of men; and assuredly such personifications do not make 
any natural or regular part of that language. They are, indeed, a figure of 
speech occasionally prompted by passion, and I have made use of them as 
such; but I have endeavoured utterly to reject them as a mechanical device of 
style, or as a family language which writers in metre seem to lay claim to by 
prescription. I have wished to keep my reader in the company of flesh and 
blood, persuaded that by so doing I shall interest him. I am, however, well 
aware that others who pursue a different track may interest him likewise; I do 
not interfere with their claim, I only wish to prefer a different claim of my 
own. There will also be found in these volumes little of what is usually called 
poetic diction;1 I have taken as much pains to avoid it as others ordinarily take 
to produce it; this I have done for the reason already alleged, to bring my 
language near to the language of men, and further, because the pleasure which 
I have proposed to myself to impart is of a kind very different from that which 
is supposed by many persons to be the proper object of poetry. I do not know 
how, without being culpably particular, I can give my reader a more exact 
notion of the style in which I wished these poems to be written than by inform-
ing him that I have at all times endeavoured to look steadily at my subject, 
consequently, I hope that there is in these poems little falsehood of descrip-
tion, and that my ideas are expressed in language fitted to their respective 
importance. Something I must have gained by this practice, as it is friendly to 
one property of all good poetry, namely, good sense; but it has necessarily cut 
me off from a large portion of phrases and figures of speech which from father 
to son have long been regarded as the common inheritance of poets. I have 
also thought it expedient to restrict myself still further, having abstained from 
the use of many expressions, in themselves proper and beautiful, but which 
have been foolishly repeated by bad poets, till such feelings of disgust are 
connected with them as it is scarcely possible by any art of association to 
overpower. 

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

9. This practice was common in 18th-century 
poetry. Samuel Johnson, for instance, in The Van-
ity of Human Wishes (1749), has "Observation . . . 
surveying] mankind" and "Vengeance listening] 
to the fool's request" (lines 1—2, 14). 

1. In the sense of words, phrases, and figures of 
speech not commonly used in conversation or 
prose that are regarded as especially appropriate to 
poetry. 
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in which the language, though naturally arranged and according to the strict 
laws of metre, does not differ f rom that of prose, there is a numerous class of 
critics, who, when they stumble upon these prosaisms as they call them, imag-
ine that they have made a notable discovery, and exult over the poet as over a 
man ignorant of his own profession. Now these men would establish a canon 
of criticism which the reader will conclude he must utterly reject, if he wishes 
to be pleased with these volumes. And it would be a most easy task to prove 
to him, that not only the language of a large portion of everygood poem, even 
of the most elevated character, must necessarily, except with reference to the 
metre, in no respect differ from that of good prose, but likewise that some of 
the most interesting parts of the best poems will be found to be strictly the 
language of prose, when prose is well written. The t ruth of this assertion might 
be demonstrated by innumerable passages from almost all the poetical writ-
ings, even of Milton himself. I have not space for much quotation; but, to 
illustrate the subject in a general manner , I will here adduce a short compo-
sition of Gray, who was at the head of those who by their reasonings have 
at tempted to widen the space of separation betwixt prose and metrical com-
position, and was more than any other man curiously elaborate in the structure 
of his own poetic diction. 2 

In vain to me the smiling mornings shine, 
And reddening Phoebus lifts his golden fire: 
The birds in vain their amorous descant join, 
Or cheerful fields resume their green attire: 
These ears, alas! for other notes repine; 
A different object do these eyes require; 
My lonely anguish melts no heart but mine; 
And in my breast the imperfect joys expire; 
Yet Morning smiles the busy race to cheer, 
And new-born pleasure brings to happier men; 
The fields to all their wonted tribute bear; 
To warm their little loves the birds complain. 
I fruitless mourn to him that cannot hear 
And weep the more because I weep in vain. 

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

By the foregoing quotation I have shewn that the language of prose may yet 
be well adapted to poetry; and I have previously asserted that a large portion 
of the language of every good poem can in no respect differ f rom that of good 
prose. I will go fur ther . I do not doubt that it may be safely affirmed, that there 
neither is, nor can be, any essential difference between the language of prose 
and metrical composition. We are fond of tracing the resemblance between 
poetry and painting, and, accordingly, we call them sisters: but where shall we 
find bonds of connection sufficiently strict to typify the affinity betwixt met-
rical and prose composition? They both speak by and to the same organs; the 

2. Thomas Gray (author in 1751 of the "Elegy age is never the language of poetry." T h e poem that 
Wri t ten in a Country Churchyard") had writ ten, in follows is Gray's "Sonnet on the Death of Richard 
a letter to Richard West , that "the language of the West ." 
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bodies in which both of them are clothed may be said to be of the same 
substance, their affections are kindred and almost identical, not necessarily 
differing even in degree; poetry 3 sheds no tears "such as Angels weep," 4 but 
natural and h u m a n tears; she can boast of no celestial ichor 5 that distinguishes 
her vital juices f rom those of prose; the same h u m a n blood circulates through 
the veins of them both. 

& >* $ 

[ " W H A T IS A P O E T ? " ] 

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

But, whatever portion of this faculty we may suppose even the greatest poet 
to possess, there cannot be a doubt but that the language which it will suggest 
to him, must, in liveliness and truth, fall far short of that which is uttered by 
men in real life, under the actual pressure of those passions, certain shadows 
of which the poet thus produces, or feels to be produced, in himself. However 
exalted a notion we would wish to cherish of the character of a poet, it is 
obvious, that, while he describes and imitates passions, his situation is alto-
gether slavish and mechanical, compared with the freedom and power of real 
and substantial action and suffering. So that it will be the wish of the poet to 
bring his feelings near to those of the persons whose feelings he describes, 
nay, for short spaces of time perhaps, to let himself slip into an entire delusion, 
and even confound and identify his own feelings with theirs; modifying only 
the language which is thus suggested to him, by a consideration that he 
describes for a particular purpose, that of giving pleasure. Here, then, he will 
3. I here use the word "poetry" (though against my 
own judgment) as opposed to the word "prose," 
and synonymous with metrical composit ion. But 
m u c h confusion has been introduced into criticism 
by this contradist inct ion of poetry and prose, 
instead of the more philosophical one of poetry and 
mat ter of fact, or science. T h e only strict anti thesis 
to prose is metre; nor is this, in t ruth, a strict 

anti thesis; because lines and passages of metre so 
naturally occur in writing prose, that i t would be 
scarcely possible to avoid them, even were it desir-
able [Wordsworth's note]. 
4. Milton's Paradise Lost 1.620. 
5. In Greek mythology the fluid in the veins of the 
gods. 
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apply the principle on which I have so much insisted, namely, that of selection; 
on this he will depend for removing what would otherwise be painful or dis-
gusting in the passion; he will feel that there is no necessity to trick ou t 6 or to 
elevate nature: and, the more industriously he applies this principle, the 
deeper will be his faith that no words, which his fancy or imagination can 
suggest, will be to be compared with those which are the emanat ions of reality 
and truth. 

But it may be said by those who do not object to the general spirit of these 
remarks, that, as it is impossible for the poet to produce upon all occasions 
language as exquisitely fitted for the passion as that which the real passion 
itself suggests, it is proper that he should consider himself as in the situation 
of a translator, who deems himself justified when he substitutes excellences 
of another kind for those which are unattainable by him; and endeavours 
occasionally to surpass his original, in order to make some amends for the 
general inferiority to which he feels that he must submit. But this would be 
to encourage idleness and unmanly despair. Further, it is the language of men 
who speak of what they do not understand; who talk of poetry as a mat ter of 
amusement and idle pleasure; who will converse with us as gravely about a 
taste for poetry, as they express it, as if it were a thing as indifferent as a taste 
for rope-dancing, or Frontiniac 7 or sherry. Aristotle, I have been told, ha th 
said, that poetry is the most philosophic of all writing; 8 it is so: its object is 
t ruth, not individual and local, but general, and operative; not standing upon 
external testimony, but carried alive into the heart by passion; t ruth which is 
its own testimony, which gives strength and divinity to the tribunal to which 
it appeals, and receives them from the same tribunal. Poetry is the image of 
man and nature. The obstacles which stand in the way of the fidelity of the 
biographer and historian, and of their consequent utility, are incalculably 
greater than those which are to be encountered by the poet who has an ade-
quate notion of the dignity of his art. The poet writes under one restriction 
only, namely, that of the necessity of giving immediate pleasure to a human 
being possessed of that information which may be expected from him, not as 
a lawyer, a physician, a mariner, an astronomer or a natural philosopher, but 
as a man. Except this one restriction, there is no object standing between the 
poet and the image of things; between this, and the biographer and historian 
there are a thousand. 

Nor let this necessity of producing immediate pleasure be considered as a 
degradation of the poet's art. It is far otherwise. It is an acknowledgment of 
the beauty of the universe, an acknowledgment the more sincere because it is 
not formal, but indirect; it is a task light and easy to him who looks at the 
world in the spirit of love: fur ther , it is a homage paid to the native and naked 
dignity of man, to the grand elementary principle of pleasure, by which he 
knows, and feels, and lives, and moves. 9 We have no sympathy but what is 
propagated by pleasure: I would not be misunderstood; but wherever we sym-
pathize with pain it will be found that the sympathy is produced and carried 
on by subtle combinations with pleasure. We have no knowledge, that is, no 
general principles drawn from the contemplation of particular facts, but what 

6. Dress up. 
7. A sweet wine made f rom muscat grapes. 
8. Aristotle in fact said that "poetry is more phil-
osophic than history, since its s ta tements are of the 
na ture of universals, whereas those of history are 

singulars" (Poetics 1451b). 
9. A bold echo of the w rords of St. Paul , that in 
God "we live, and move, and have our being" (Acts 
17.28). 
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has been built up by pleasure, and exists in us by pleasure alone. The man of 
science, the chemist and mathematician, whatever difficulties and disgusts 
they may have had to struggle with, know and feel this. However painful may 
be the objects with which the anatomist 's knowledge is connected, he feels 
that his knowledge is pleasure; and where he has no pleasure he has no knowl-
edge. What then does the poet? He considers man and the objects that sur-
round him as acting and re-acting upon each other, so as to produce an infinite 
complexity of pain and pleasure; he considers man in his own nature and in 
his ordinary life as contemplating this with a certain quantity of immediate 
knowledge, with certain convictions, intuitions, and deductions which by habit 
become of the nature of intuitions; he considers him as looking upon this 
complex scene of ideas and sensations, and finding every where objects that 
immediately excite in him sympathies which, from the necessities of his 
nature, are accompanied by an overbalance of enjoyment. 

To this knowledge which all men carry about with them, and to these sym-
pathies in which without any other discipline than that of our daily life we are 
fitted to take delight, the poet principally directs his at tention. He considers 
man and nature as essentially adapted to each other, and the mind of man as 
naturally the mirror of the fairest and most interesting qualities of nature. And 
thus the poet, prompted by this feeling of pleasure which accompanies him 
through the whole course of his studies, converses with general nature with 
affections akin to those, which, through labour and length of time, the man 
of science has raised up in himself, by conversing with those particular parts 
of nature which are the objects of his studies. The knowledge both of the poet 
and the man of science is pleasure; but the knowledge of the one cleaves to 
us as a necessary part of our existence, our natural and unalienable inheri-
tance; the other is a personal and individual acquisition, slow to come to us, 
and by no habitual and direct sympathy connect ing us with our fellow-beings. 
The man of science seeks t ru th as a remote and unknown benefactor; he 
cherishes and loves it in his solitude: the poet, singing a song in which all 
human beings join with him, rejoices in the presence of t ruth as our visible 
friend and hourly companion. Poetry is the breath and finer spirit of all knowl-
edge; it is the impassioned expression which is in the countenance of all sci-
ence. Emphatically may it be said of the poet, as Shakespeare ha th said of 
man, "that he looks before and after." 1 He is the rock of defence of human 
nature; an upholder and preserver, carrying everywhere with him relationship 
and love. In spite of difference of soil and climate, of language and manners , 
of laws and customs, in spite of things silently gone out of mind and things 
violently destroyed, the poet binds together by passion and knowledge the vast 
empire of human society, as it is spread over the whole earth, and over all 
time. The objects of the poet's thoughts are every where; though the eyes and 
senses of man are, it is true, his favorite guides, yet he will follow wheresoever 
he can find an atmosphere of sensation in which to move his wings. Poetry is 
the first and last of all knowledge—it is as immortal as the heart of man. If 
the labours of men of science should ever create any material revolution, direct 
or indirect, in our condition, and in the impressions which we habitually 
receive, the poet will sleep then no more than at present, but he will be ready 
to follow the steps of the man of science, not only in those general indirect 
effects, but he will be at his side, carrying sensation into the midst of the 

1. Cf. Shakespeare's Hamlet 4 .4.9.27. 
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objects of the science itself. The remotest discoveries of the chemist, the bot-
anist, or mineralogist, will be as proper objects of the poet's art as any upon 
which it can be employed, if the time should ever come when these things 
shall be familiar to us, and the relations under which they are contemplated 
by the followers of these respective sciences shall be manifestly and palpably 
material to us as enjoying and suffering beings. 2 If the time should ever come 
when what is now called science, thus familiarized to men, shall be ready to 
put on, as it were, a form of flesh and blood, the poet will lend his divine spirit 
to aid the transfiguration, and will welcome the being thus produced, as a dear 
and genuine inmate of the household of man.—It is not, then, to be supposed 
that any one, who holds that sublime notion of poetry which I have at tempted 
to convey, will break in upon the sanctity and t ruth of his pictures by transitory 
and accidental ornaments, and endeavour to excite admiration of himself by 
arts, the necessity of which must manifestly depend upon the assumed mean-
ness of his subject. 

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

It is not, then, in the dramatic parts of composition that we look for this 
distinction of language; but still it may be proper and necessary where the 
poet speaks to us in his own person and character. To this I answer by referring 
my reader to the description which I have before given of a poet. Among the 
qualities which I have enumerated as principally conducing to form a poet, is 
implied nothing differing in kind from other men, but only in degree. The sum 
of what I have there said is, that the poet is chiefly distinguished from other 
men by a greater promptness to think and feel without immediate external 
excitement, and a greater power in expressing such thoughts and feelings as 
are produced in him in that manner . But these passions and thoughts and 
feelings are the general passions and thoughts and feelings of men. And with 
what are they connected? Undoubtedly with our moral sentiments and animal 
sensations, and with the causes which excite these; with the operations of the 
elements and the appearances of the visible universe; with storm and sun-
shine, with the revolutions 3 of the seasons, with cold and heat, with loss of 
friends and kindred, with injuries and resentments , gratitude and hope, with 
fear and sorrow. These, and the like, are the sensations and objects which the 
poet describes, as they are the sensations of other men, and the objects which 
interest them. The poet thinks and feels in the spirit of the passions of men. 
How, then, can his language differ in any material degree from that of all other 
men who feel vividly and see clearly? It might be proved that it is impossible. 
But supposing that this were not the case, the poet might then be allowed to 
use a peculiar language, when expressing his feelings for his own gratification, 
or that of men like himself. But poets do not write for poets alone, but for 
2. Wordsworth is at least right in anticipating the Joanna Baillie's "Address to a Steamvessel." 
poetry of the machine . His sonnet "Steamboats , 3. Recurrence . 
Viaducts, and Railways" is an early instance, as is 
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men. Unless therefore we are advocates for that admiration which depends 
upon ignorance, and that pleasure which arises from hearing what we do not 
understand, the poet must descend f rom this supposed height, and, in order 
to excite rational sympathy, he must express himself as other men express 
themselves. * * * 

[ " E M O T I O N R E C O L L E C T E D I N T R A N Q U I L L I T Y " ] 

I have said that poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings: it 
takes its origin from emotion recollected in tranquillity: the emotion is con-
templated till by a species of reaction the tranquillity gradually disappears, and 
an emotion, kindred to that which was before the subject of contemplation, 
is gradually produced, and does itself actually exist in the mind. In this mood 
successful composition generally begins, and in a mood similar to this it is 
carried on; but the emotion, of whatever kind and in whatever degree, from 
various causes is qualified by various pleasures, so that in describing any pas-
sions whatsoever, which are voluntarily described, the mind will upon the 
whole be in a state of enjoyment. Now, if nature be thus cautious in preserving 
in a state of enjoyment a being thus employed, the poet ought to profit by the 
lesson thus held forth to him, and ought especially to take care, that whatever 
passions he communicates to his reader, those passions, if his reader's mind 
be sound and vigorous, should always be accompanied with an overbalance 
of pleasure. Now the music of harmonious metrical language, the sense of 
difficulty overcome, and the blind association of pleasure which has been 
previously received from works of rhyme or metre of the same or similar con-
struction, an indistinct perception perpetually renewed of language closely 
resembling that of real life, and yet, in the circumstance of metre, differing 
from it so widely, all these imperceptibly make up a complex feeling of delight, 
which is of the most important use in tempering the painful feeling which will 
always be found intermingled with powerful descriptions of the deeper pas-
sions. This effect is always produced in pathetic and impassioned poetry; 
while, in lighter compositions, the ease and gracefulness with which the poet 
manages his numbers are themselves confessedly a principal source of the 
gratification of the reader. I might perhaps include all which it is necessary to 
say upon this subject by affirming, what few persons will deny, that, of two 
descriptions, either of passions, manners , or characters, each of them equally 
well executed, the one in prose and the other in verse, the verse will be read 
a hundred times where the prose is read once. * * * 

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

From what has been said, and from a perusal of the poems, the reader will 
be able clearly to perceive the object which I have proposed to myself: he will 
determine how far 1 have attained this object; and, what is a much more 
important question, whether it be worth attaining; and upon the decision of 
these two questions will rest my claim to the approbation of the public. 

1800, 1802 

Strange fits of passion have I known1 

Strange fits of passion have I known: 
And I will dare to tell, 
But in the Lover's ear alone, 
W h a t once to me befel. 

5 W h e n she I loved looked every day 
Fresh as a rose in June , 
I to her cottage bent my way, 
Beneath an evening moon. 
Upon the moon I fixed my eye, 

10 All over the wide lea; 
Wi th quickening pace my horse drew nigh 
Those paths so dear to me. 
And now we reached the orchard-plot; 
And, as we climbed the hill, 

is The sinking moon to Lucy's cot 
Came near, and nearer still. 

1. This and the four following pieces are of ten 
grouped by editors as the "Lucy poems," even 
though "A s lumber did my spirit seal" does not 
identify' the "she" who is the subject of that poem. 
All but the last were written in 1799, while Words-

worth and his sister were in Germany and home-
sick. There has been diligent speculation about the 
identity of Lucy, bu t it remains speculation. The 
one certainty is that she is not the gir! of Words-
worth 's "Lucy Gray." 
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Britain. He died in 1850 at the age of eighty. Only then did his executors publish his 
masterpiece, The Prelude, the autobiographical poem that he had written in two parts 
in 1799, expanded to its full length in 1805, and then continued to revise almost to 
the last decade of his long life. 

Most of Wordsworth's greatest poetry had been written by 1807, when he published 
Poems, in Two Volumes; and after The Excursion (1814) and the first collected edition 
of his poems (1815), although he continued to write prolifically, his powers appeared 
to decline. The causes of that decline have been much debated. One seems to be 
inherent in the very nature of his writing. Wordsworth is above all the poet of the 
remembrance of things past or, as he put it, of "emotion recollected in tranquillity." 
Some object or event in the present triggers a sudden renewal of feelings he had 
experienced in youth; the result is a poem exhibiting the discrepancy between what 
Wordsworth called "two consciousnesses": himself as he is now and himself as he 
once was. But the memory of one's early emotional experience is not an inexhaustible 
resource for poetry, as Wordsworth recognized. He said in The Prelude 12, while 
describing the recurrence of "spots of time" from his memories of childhood: 

The days gone by 
Beturn upon me almost from the dawn 
Of life: the hiding places of Man's power 
Open; I would approach them, but they close. 
I see by glimpses now; when age comes on, 
May scarcely see at all. 

The past that Wordsworth recollected was one of moments of intense experience, 
and of emotional turmoil that is ordered, in the calmer present, into a hard-won 
equilibrium. As time went on, however, he gained what, in the "Ode to Duty" (com-
posed in 1804), he longed for, "a repose which ever is the same"—but at the expense 
of the agony and excitation that, under the calm surface, empower his best and most 
characteristic poems. 

Occasionally in his middle and later life a jolting experience would revive the inten-
sity of Wordsworth's remembered emotion, and also his earlier poetic strength. The 
moving sonnet "Surprised by Joy," for example, was written in his forties at the abrupt 
realization that time was beginning to diminish his grief at the death some years earlier 
of his little daughter Catherine. And when Wordsworth was sixty-five years old, the 
sudden report of the death of James Hogg called up the memory of other poets whom 
Wordsworth had loved and outlived; the result was his "Extempore Effusion," in 
which he returns to the simple quatrains of the early Lyrical Ballads and recovers the 
elegiac voice that had mourned Lucy, thirty-five years before. 

FROM LYRICAL BALLADS 

Simon Lee1 

The Old Huntsman 

W I T H A N I N C I D E N T I N W H I C H H E WAS C O N C E R N E D 

In the sweet shire of Cardigan,2 

Not far from pleasant Ivor-hall, 

1. This old man had been huntsman to the 
Squires of Alfoxden. . . . I have, after an interval of 
45 years, the image of the old man as fresh before 
my eyes as if I had seen him yesterday. The expres-
sion when the hounds were out, "I dearly love their 
voices," was word for word from his own lips 

[Wordsworth's note, 1843]. Wordsworth and 
Dorothy had lived at Alfoxden House, Somer-
setshire, in 1797-98 . 
2. Wordsworth relocates the incident from Somer-
setshire to Cardiganshire in Wales. 
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An old man dwells, a little man,-— 
'Tis said he once was tall. 

5 Full five-and-thirty years he lived 
A running huntsman3 merry; 
And still the centre of his cheek 
Is red as a ripe cherry. 

No man like him the horn could sound, 
10 And hill and valley rang with glee 

When Echo bandied, round and round, 
The halloo of Simon Lee. 
In those proud days, he little cared 
For husbandry or tillage; 

15 To blither tasks did Simon rouse 
The sleepers of the village. 

He all the country could outrun, 
Could leave both man and horse behind; 
And often, ere the chase was done, 

20 He reeled, and was stone-blind.0 totally blind 
And still there's something in the world 
At which his heart rejoices; 
For when the chiming hounds are out, 
He dearly loves their voices! 

25 But, oh the heavy change!4—bereft 
Of health, strength, friends, and kindred, see! 
Old Simon to the world is left 
In liveried5 poverty. 
His Master's dead,—and no one now 

30 Dwells in the Hall of Ivor; 
Men, dogs, and horses, all are dead; 
He is the sole survivor. 

And he is lean and he is sick; 
His body, dwindled and awry, 

35 Rests upon ankles swoln and thick; 
His legs are thin and dry. 
One prop he has, and only one, 
His wife, an aged woman, 
Lives with him, near the waterfall, 

40 Upon the village Common. 

Beside their moss-grown hut of clay, 
Not twenty paces from the door, 
A scrap of land they have, but they 
Are poorest of the poor. 

45 This scrap of land he from the heath 
Enclosed when he was stronger; 

3. Manager of the hunt and the person in charge 
of the hounds. 
4. Milton's "Lycidas," line 37: "But O the heavy 

change, now thou art gone." 
5. Livery was the uniform worn by the male ser-
vants of a household. 
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But what to them avails the land 
Which he can till no longer? 

Oft, working by her Husband's side, 
50 Ruth does what Simon cannot do; 

For she, with scanty cause for pride, 
Is Stouter0 of the two. stronger, sturdier 
And, though you with your utmost skill 
From labour could not wean them, 

55 'Tis very, very little—all 
That they can do between them. 

Few months of life has he in store 
As he to you will tell, 
For still, the more he works, the more 

60 Do his weak ankles swell. 
My gentle Reader, I perceive 
How patiently you've waited, 
And now I fear that you expect 
Some tale will be related. 

65 O Reader! had you in your mind 
Such stores as silent thought can bring, 
O gentle Reader! you would find 
A tale in every thing. 
What more I have to say is short, 

70 And you must kindly take it: 
It is no tale; but, should you think, 
Perhaps a tale you'll make it. 

One summer-day I chanced to see 
This old Man doing all he could 

75 To unearth the root of an old tree, 
A stump of rotten wood. 
The mattock tottered in his hand; 
So vain was his endeavour, 
That at the root of the old tree 

so He might have worked for ever. 

"You're overtasked, good Simon Lee, 
Give me your tool," to him I said; 
And at the word right gladly he 
Received my proffered aid. 

85 I struck, and with a single blow 
The tangled root I severed, 
At which the poor old Man so long 
And vainly had endeavoured. 

The tears into his eyes were brought, 
90 And thanks and praises seemed to run 

So fast out of his heart, I thought 
They never would have done. 
—I've heard of hearts unkind, kind deeds 
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With coldness still returning; 
95 Alas! the gratitude of men 

Hath oftener left me mourning 

1798 1798 

We Are Seven1 

A simple Child, 
That lightly draws its breath, 
And feels its life in every limb, 
What should it know of death? 

5 I met a little cottage Girl: 
She was eight years old, she said; 
Her hair was thick with many a curl 
That clustered round her head. 

She had a rustic, woodland air, 
10 And she was wildly clad: 

Her eyes were fair, and very fair; 
—Her beauty made me glad. 

"Sisters and brothers, little Maid, 
How many may you be?" 

15 "How many? Seven in all," she said, 
And wondering looked at me. 

"And where are they? I pray you tell." 
She answered, "Seven are we; 
And two of us at Conway2 dwell, 

20 And two are gone to sea. 
I 

"Two of us in the church-yard lie, 
My sister and my brother; 
And, in the church-yard cottage, I 
Dwell near them with my mother." 

25 "You say that two at Conway dwell, 
And two are gone to sea, 
Yet ye are seven! I pray you tell, 
Sweet Maid, how this may be." 

Then did the little Maid reply, 
30 "Seven boys and girls are we; 

Two of us in the church-yard lie, 
Beneath the church-yard tree." 

1. Written at Alfoxden in the spring of 1798. . . . 
The little girl who is the heroine I met within the 
area of Goodrich Castle [in the Wye Valley north 
of Tintern Abbey] in the year 1793 [Wordsworth's 
note, 1843]. Wordsworth also tells us that, "while 

walking to and fro," he composed the last stanza 
first, beginning with the last line, and that Cole-
ridge contributed the first stanza. 
2. A seaport town in north Wales. 
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Among the flowers, and with the flowers I played; 
A temper known to those, who, af ter long 
And weary expectation, have been blest 
Wi th sudden happiness beyond all hope. 

30 Perhaps it was a bower beneath whose leaves 
The violets of five seasons re-appear 
And fade, unseen by any h u m a n eye; 
W h e r e fairy water-breaks 3 do m u r m u r on 
For ever; and I saw the sparkling foam, 

35 And—with my cheek on one of those green stones 
That , f leeced with moss, under the shady trees, 
Lay round me, scattered like a flock of sheep— 
I heard the murmur and the murmur ing sound, 
In that sweet mood when pleasure loves to pay 

40 Tribute to ease; and, of its joy secure, 
The heart luxuriates with indifferent things, 
Wast ing its kindliness on stocks 4 and stones, 
And on the vacant air. Then up I rose, 
And dragged to earth both branch and bough, with crash 

45 And merciless ravage: and the shady nook 
Of hazels, and the green and mossy bower, 
Deformed and sullied, patiently gave up 
Their quiet being: and, unless I now 
Confound my present feelings with the past, 

50 Ere f rom the mutilated bower I turned 
Exulting, rich beyond the wealth of kings, 
I felt a sense of pain when I beheld 
The silent trees, and saw the intruding sky.— 
Then , dearest Maiden, 5 move along these shades 

55 In gentleness of heart ; with gentle hand 
Touch—for there is a spirit in the woods. 

1798 1800 

The Ruined Cottage1 

First Part 
'Twas summer and the sun was mounted high. 
Along the south the uplands feebly glared 

3. Places where the flow of a stream is broken by 
rocks. 
4. Tree s tumps. ("Stocks and stones" is a conven-
tional expression for " inanimate things.") 
5. In a manuscr ipt passage originally in tended to 
lead up to "Nutt ing," the maiden is called Lucy. 
1. Wordsworth wrote The Ruined Cottage in 
1797—98, then revised it several times before he 
finally published an expanded version of the story 
as book I of The Excursion, in 1814. The Ruined 
Cottage was not published as an independent poem 
until 1949, when it appeared in the fifth volume 
of The Poetical Works of William Wordsworth, 
edited by Ernest de Selincourt and Helen Darbi-
shire, who printed a version known as "MS. B." 

The text reprinted here is f rom "MS. D," dated 
1799, as transcribed by James Butler in the Cornell 
Wordsworth volume, "The Ruined Cottage" and 
"The Pedlar" (1979). 

Concern ing the principal narrator , int roduced in 
line 33, Wordsworth said in 1843, "had I been born 
in a class which would have deprived me of what 
is called a liberal educat ion, it is not unlikely that 
being strong in body; I should have taken to a way 
of life such as that in which my Pedlar passed the 
greater part of his days. . . . [T]he character I have 
represented in his person is chiefly an idea of what 
I fancied my own character might have become in 
his c i rcumstances ." 
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Through a pale steam, and all the nor thern downs 
In clearer air ascending shewed far off 

5 Their surfaces with shadows dappled o'er 
Of deep embatt led clouds: far as the sight 
Could reach those many shadows lay in spots 
Determined and unmoved, with steady beams 
Of clear and pleasant sunshine interposed; 

10 Pleasant to him who on the soft cool moss 
Extends his careless limbs beside the root 
Of some huge oak whose aged branches make 
A twilight of their own, a dewy shade 
Where the wren warbles while the dreaming man, 

15 Half-conscious of that soothing melody, 
Wi th side-long eye looks out upon the scene, 
By those impending branches made more soft, 
More soft and distant. Other lot was mine. 
Across a bare wide C o m m o n I had toiled 

20 With languid feet which by the slipp'ry ground 
Were baffled still, and when I stretched myself 
On the brown earth my limbs f rom very heat 
Could find no rest nor my weak arm disperse 
T h e insect host which gathered round my face 

25 And joined their murmurs to the tedious noise 
Of seeds of burst ing gorse that crackled round. 
I rose and turned towards a group of trees 
Which midway in that level stood alone, 
And thi ther come at length, benea th a shade 

30 Of clustering elms that sprang f rom the same root 
I found a ruined house, four naked walls 
That stared upon each other. I looked round 
And near the door I saw an aged Man, 
Alone, and stretched upon the cottage bench; 

35 An iron-pointed staff lay at his side. 
With ins tantaneous joy I recognized 
That pride of na ture and of lowly life, 
The venerable Armytage, a fr iend 
As dear to me as is the setting sun. 

40 Two days before 
We had been fellow-travellers. I knew 
That he was in this neighbourhood and now 
Delighted found him here in the cool shade. 
He lay, his pack of rustic merchandize 

45 Pillowing his head—I guess he had no thought 
Of his way-wandering life. His eyes were shut; 
The shadows of the breezy elms above 
Dappled his face. Wi th thirsty heat oppress'd 
At length I hailed him, glad to see his hat 

50 Bedewed with water-drops, as if the brim 
Had newly scoop'd a running stream. He rose 
And pointing to a sun-flower bade me climb 
The [ ] 2 wall where that same gaudy flower 

2. The brackets here and in later lines mark blank spaces left unfilled in the manuscr ip t . 
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Looked out upon the road. It was a plot 
55 Of garden-ground, now wild, its mat ted weeds 

Marked with the steps of those whom as they pass'd, 
The goose-berry trees that shot in long lank slips, 
Or currants hanging from their leafless stems 
In scanty strings, had tempted to o'erleap 

60 The broken wall. With in that cheerless spot, 
Where two tall hedgerows of thick willow boughs 
Joined in a damp cold nook, I found a well 
Half-choked [with willow flowers and weeds.] 3 

I slaked my thirst and to the shady bench 
65 Returned, and while I stood unbonneted 

To catch the motion of the cooler air 
T h e old M a n said, "I see around me here 
Things which you cannot see: we die, my Friend, 
Nor we alone, but that which each man loved 

70 And prized in his peculiar nook of earth 
Dies with him or is changed, and very soon 
Even of the good is no memorial left. 
The Poets in their elegies and songs 
Lament ing the departed call the groves, 

75 They call upon the hills and streams to mourn, 
And senseless"' rocks, nor idly; for they speak 
In these their invocations with a voice 
Obedient to the strong creative power 
Of h u m a n passion. Sympathies there are 

so More tranquil, yet perhaps of kindred birth, 
Tha t steal upon the meditative mind 
And grow with thought . Beside yon spring I stood 
And eyed its waters till we seemed to feel 
O n e sadness, they and I. For them a bond 

85 Of brotherhood is broken: t ime has been 
W h e n every day the touch of h u m a n hand 
Disturbed their stillness, and they ministered 
To h u m a n comfort . W h e n I stooped to drink, 
A spider's web hung to the water's edge, 

90 And on the wet and slimy foot-stone lay 
The useless f ragment of a wooden bowl; 
It moved my very heart . The day has been 
W h e n I could never pass this road but she 
W h o lived within these walls, when I appeared, 

95 A daughter 's welcome gave me, and I loved her 
As my own child. O Sir! the good die first, 
And they whose hearts are dry as summer dust 
Burn to the socket. Many a passenger 0 passerby, traveler 
Has blessed poor Margaret for her gentle looks 

IOO W h e n she upheld the cool re f reshment drawn 
From that forsaken spring, and no one came 
But he was welcome, no one went away 
But that it seemed she loved him. She is dead, 

3. Wordsworth penciled the bracketed phrase into 
a gap left in the manuscr ipt . 

4. Incapable of sensation or percept ion. 
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T h e worm is on her cheek, and this poor hut , 
105 Stripp'd of its outward garb of household flowers, 

Of rose and sweet-briar, offers to the wind 
A cold bare wall whose earthy top is tricked 
With weeds and the rank spear-grass. She is dead, 
And nettles rot and adders sun themselves 

no Where we have sate together while she nurs 'd 
Her infant at her breast. The unshod Colt, 
The wandring heifer and the Potter 's ass, 
Find shelter now within the chimney-wall 
Where I have seen her evening hearth-stone blaze 

us And through the window spread upon the road 
Its chearful light.—You will forgive me, Sir, 
But of ten on this cottage do I muse 
As on a picture, till my wiser mind 
Sinks, yielding to the foolishness of grief. 

120 She had a husband, an industrious man, 
Sober and steady; I have heard her say 
That he was up and busy at his loom 
In summer ere the mower's scythe had swept 
The dewy grass, and in the early spring 

125 Ere the last star had vanished. They who pass'd 
At evening, f rom behind the garden-fence 
Might hear his busy spade, which he would ply 
After his daily work till the day-light 
Was gone and every leaf and flower were lost 

130 In the dark hedges. So they pass'd their days 
In peace and comfort , and two pretty babes 
Were their best hope next to the God in Heaven. 
—You may remember, now some ten years gone, 
Two blighting seasons when the fields were left 

135 With half a harvest. 5 It pleased heaven to add 
A worse affliction in the plague of war: 
A happy land was stricken to the heart; 
'Twas a sad time of sorrow and distress: 
A wanderer among the cottages, 

140 I with my pack of winter raiment saw 
The hardships of that season: many rich 
Sunk down as in a dream among the poor, 
And of the poor did many cease to be, 
And their place knew them not. Meanwhile, abridg'd 0 deprived 

145 Of daily comforts, gladly reconciled 
To numerous self-denials, Margaret 
Wen t struggling on through those calamitous years 
With chearful hope: but ere the second a u t u m n 
A fever seized her husband. In disease 

150 He lingered long, and when his strength re turned 
He found the little he had stored to meet 
The hour of accident or crippling age 

5. As James Butler points out in his introduction, 
Wordsworth is purposely distancing his story in 
time. The "two blighting seasons" in fact occurred 
in 1 7 9 4 - 9 5 , only a few years before Wordsworth 

wrote The Ruined Cottage, when a bad harvest was 
followed by one of the worst winters on record. 
M u c h of the seed grain was destroyed in the 
ground, and the price of wheat nearly doubled. 
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Was all consumed. As I have said, 'twas now 
A t ime of trouble; shoals of artisans 

155 Were from their daily labour turned away 
To hang for bread on parish charity, 6 

They and their wives and chi ldren—happier far 
Could they have lived as do the little birds 
That peck along the hedges or the kite 

i6o That makes her dwelling in the mounta in rocks. 
Ill fared it now with Robert, he who dwelt 
In this poor cottage; at his door he stood 
And whistled many a snatch of merry tunes 
Tha t had no mirth in them, or with his knife 

165 Carved uncou th figures on the heads of sticks, 
Then idly sought about through every nook 
Of house or garden any casual task 
Of use or ornament , and with a strange, 
Amusing but uneasy novelty 

170 He blended where he might the various tasks 
Of summer , au tumn, winter, and of spring. 
But this endured not; his good-humour soon 
Became a weight in which no pleasure was, 
And poverty brought on a pe t ted 0 mood ill-tempered 

175 And a sore temper: day by day he drooped, 
And he would leave his home, and to the town 
Without an errand would he turn his steps 
Or wander here and there among the f ie lds . 
O n e while he would speak lightly of his babes 

180 And with a cruel tongue: at other times 
He played with them wild freaks of merr iment: 
And 'twas a piteous thing to see the looks 
Of the poor innocent children. 'Every smile,' 
Said Margaret to me here benea th these trees, 

185 'Made my heart bleed,' " At this the old M a n paus'd 
And looking up to those enormous elms 
He said, " 'Tis now the hour of deepest noon, 
At this still season of repose and peace, 
This hour when all things which are not at rest 

190 Are chearful , while this mult i tude of flies 
Fills all the air with happy melody, 
Why should a tear be in an old man's eye? 
Why should we thus with an untoward mind 
And in the weakness of humani ty 

195 From natural wisdom turn our hearts away, 
To natural comfort shut our eyes and ears, 
And feeding on disquiet thus disturb 
The calm of Nature with our restless thoughts?" 

END OF THE FIRST PART 

6. The so-called able-bodied poor were entitled to receive f rom the parish in which they were settled the 
food, the clothing, and somet imes the cash that would help them over a crisis. 
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Second Part 
He spake with somewhat of a solemn tone: 

200 But when he ended there was in his face 
Such easy chearfulness, a look so mild 
That for a little t ime it stole away 
All recollection, and that simple tale 
Passed f rom my mind like a forgotten sound. 

205 A while on trivial things we held discourse, 
To me soon tasteless. In my own despite 
I thought of that poor woman as of one 
W h o m I had known and loved. He had rehearsed 
Her homely tale with such familiar power, 

210 Wi th such a[n active] 7 countenance , an eye 
So busy, that the things of which he spake 
Seemed present, and, at tent ion now relaxed, 
There was a heartfelt du l lness in my veins. 
I rose, and turning f rom that breezy shade 

2i5 Wen t out into the open air and stood 
To drink the comfort of the warmer sun. 
Long time I had not stayed ere, looking round 
Upon that tranquil ruin, I re turned 
And begged of the old man that for my sake 

220 He would resume his story. He replied, 
"It were a wan tonness 0 and would demand reckless ill-doing 
Severe reproof, if we were men whose hearts 
Could hold vain dalliance with the misery 
Even of the dead, contented thence to draw 

225 A momentary pleasure never marked 
By reason, barren of all fu ture good. 
But we have known that there is of ten found 
In mournfu l thoughts, and always might be found, 
A power to virtue friendly; were't not so, 

230 I am a dreamer among men, indeed 
An idle dreamer. 'Tis a common tale, 
By moving accidents 8 uncharac tered , 
A tale of silent suffering, hardly clothed 
In bodily form, and to the grosser sense 

235 But ill adapted, scarcely palpable 
To him who does not think. But at your bidding 
I will proceed. 

While thus it fared with them 
To whom this cottage till that hapless year 
Had been a blessed home, it was my chance 

240 To travel in a country far remote, 
And glad I was when, halt ing by yon gate 
That leads f rom the green lane, again I saw 
These lofty elm-trees. Long I did not rest: 

7. Wordsworth penciled the bracketed phrase into 
a gap left in the manuscr ipt . 
8. Othello speaks "of most disastrous chances , / 

Of moving accidents by flood and field, / Of hair-
breadth 'scapes" (Shakespeare, Othello 1.3.133— 
35). 
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With many pleasant thoughts I cheer 'd my way 
245 O'er the flat common. At the door arrived, 

I knocked, and when I entered with the hope 
Of usual greeting, Margaret looked at me 
A little while, then turned her head away 
Speechless, and sitting down upon a chair 

250 Wept bitterly. I wist not what to do 
Or how to speak to her. Poor wretch! at last 
She rose from off her sea t—and then, oh Sir! 
I cannot tell how she pronounced my name: 
With fervent love, and with a face of grief 

255 Unutterably helpless, and a look 
That seem'd to cling upon me, she enquir 'd 
If I had seen her husband. As she spake 
A strange surprize and fear came to my heart , 
Nor had I power to answer ere she told 

260 Tha t he had disappeared—just two months gone. 
He left his house; two wretched days had passed, 
And on the third by the first break of light, 
Within her casement full in view she saw 
A purse of gold. 9 'I t rembled at the sight,' 

265 Said Margaret, 'for I knew it was his hand 
That placed it there, and on that very day 
By one, a stranger, f rom my husband sent, 
The tidings came that he had joined a troop 
Of soldiers going to a distant land. 

270 He left me thus—Poor Man! he had not heart 
To take a farewell of me, and he feared 
Tha t I should follow with my babes, and sink 
Beneath the misery of a soldier's life.' 
This tale did Margaret tell with many tears: 

275 And when she ended I had little power 
To give her comfort , and was glad to take 
Such words of hope f rom her own mouth as serv'd 
To cheer us both: but long we had not talked 
Ere we built up a pile of bet ter thoughts, 

280 And with a brighter eye she looked around 
As if she had been shedding tears of joy. 
We parted. It was then the early spring; 
I left her busy with her garden tools; 
And well remember, o'er that fence she looked, 

285 And while I paced along the foot-way path 
Called out, and sent a blessing af ter me 
With tender chearfulness and with a voice 
That seemed the very sound of happy thoughts . 

I roved o'er many a hill and many a dale 
290 With this my weary load, in heat and cold, 

Through many a wood, and many an open ground, 
In sunshine or in shade, in wet or fair, 

9. The "bounty" that her husband had been paid 
for enlisting in the militia. T h e shortage of volun-
teers and England's sharply rising military needs 
had in some count ies forced the bounty up f rom 

about £1 in 1757 to more than £ 1 6 in 1796 (J- R-
Western , English Militia in the Eighteenth Cen-
tury, 1965). 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



T H E R U I N E D C O T T A G E / 2 8 7 

Now blithe, now drooping, as it might befal, 
My best companions now the driving winds 

295 And now the 'trotting brooks' 1 and whispering trees 
And now the music of my own sad steps, 
Wi th many a short-lived thought that pass'd between 
And disappeared. I came this way again 
Towards the wane of summer , when the wheat 

BOO Was yellow, and the soft and bladed grass 
Sprang up afresh and o'er the hay-field spread 
Its tender green. W h e n I had reached the door 
I found that she was absent. In the shade 
Where now we sit I waited her re turn. 

305 Her cottage in its outward look appeared 
As chearful as before; in any shew 
Of neatness little changed, but that I thought 
The honeysuckle crowded round the door 
And f rom the wall h u n g down in heavier wreathes, 

310 And knots of worthless s tone-crop 2 started out 
Along the window's edge, and grew like weeds 
Against the lower panes. I tu rned aside 
And stroll'd into her garden.—It was chang'd: 
The unprofitable bindweed spread his bells 

315 From side to side and with unwieldy wreaths 
Had dragg'd the rose f rom its sustaining wall 
And bent i t down to earth; the border- tuf ts— 
Daisy and thrif t and lowly camomile 
And thyme—had straggled out into the paths 

320 Which they were used° to deck. Ere this an hour accustomed 
Was wasted. Back I tu rned my restless steps, 
And as I walked before the door it chanced 
A stranger passed, and guessing whom I sought 
He said that she was used to ramble far. 

325 The sun was sinking in the west, and now 
I sate with sad impatience. From within 
Her solitary infant cried aloud. 
The spot though fair seemed very desolate, 
The longer I remained more desolate. 

330 And, looking round, I saw the corner-stones, 
Till then unmark 'd, on either side the door 
With dull red stains discoloured and stuck o'er 
Wi th tuf ts and hairs of wool, as if the sheep 
That feed upon the c o m m o n s 3 thi ther came 

335 Familiarly and found a couching-place 
Even at her threshold .—The house-clock struck eight; 
I turned and saw her distant a few steps. 
Her face was pale and thin, her figure too 
Was chang'd. As she unlocked the door she said, 

340 'It grieves me you have waited here so long, 
But in good t ru th I've wandered m u c h of late 

1. From Robert Burns ("To William Simpson," 
line 87). 
2. A plant with yellow flowers that grows on walls 

and rocks. 
3. Land belonging to the local communi ty as a 
whole. 
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And sometimes, to my shame I speak, have need 
Of my best prayers to bring me back again.' 
While on the board she spread our evening meal 

345 She told me she had lost her elder child, 
That he for months had been a serving-boy 
Apprenticed by the parish. 'I perceive 
You look at me, and you have cause. Today 
I have been travelling far, and many days 

350 About the fields I wander, knowing this 
Only, that what I seek I cannot find. 
And so I waste my time: for I am changed; 
And to myself, ' said she, 'have done m u c h wrong, 
And to this helpless infant . I have slept 

355 Weeping, and weeping I have waked; my tears 
Have flow'd as if my body were not such 
As others are, and I could never die. 
But I am now in mind and in my heart 
More easy, and I hope, ' said she, ' that heaven 

360 Will give me patience to endure the things 
Which I behold at home. ' It would have grieved 
Your very heart to see her. Sir, 1 feel 
The story linger in my heart . I fear 
'Tis long and tedious, but my spirit clings 

365 To that poor woman: so familiarly 
Do I perceive her manner , and her look 
And presence, and so deeply do I feel 
Her goodness, that not seldom in my walks 
A momentary trance comes over me; 

370 And to myself I seem to muse on one 
By sorrow laid asleep or borne away, 
A h u m a n being destined to awake 
To h u m a n life, or something very near 
To h u m a n life, when he shall come again 

375 For whom she suffered. Sir, it would have griev'd 
Your very soul to see her: evermore 
Her eye-lids droop'd, her eyes were downward cast; 
And when she at her table gave me food 
She did not look at me. Her voice was low, 

380 Her body was subdued. In every act 
Pertaining to her house-affairs appeared 
The careless stillness which a thinking mind 
Gives to an idle matter—stil l she sighed, 
But yet no motion of the breast was seen, 

385 No heaving of the heart . While by the fire 
We sate together, sighs came on my ear; 
I knew not how, and hardly whence they came. 
I took my staff, and when I kissed her babe 
The tears stood in her eyes. I left her then 

390 With the best hope and comfort I could give; 
She thanked me for my will, but for my hope 
It seemed she did not thank me. 

I re turned 
And took my rounds along this road again 
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Ere on its sunny bank the primrose flower 
395 Had chronicled the earliest day of spring. 

I found her sad and drooping; she had learn'd 
No tidings of her husband: if he lived 
She knew not that he lived; if he were dead 
She knew not he was dead. She seemed the same 

400 In person [or] 4 appearance, bu t her house 
Bespoke a sleepy hand of negligence; 
The floor was nei ther dry nor neat , the hear th 
Was comfortless [ ], 
The windows too were dim, and her few books, 

405 Which , one upon the other, heretofore 
Had been piled up against the corner-panes 
In seemly order, now with straggling leaves 
Lay scattered here and there, open or shut 
As they had chanced to fall. Her infant babe 

410 Had from its mother caught the trick of grief 
And sighed among its playthings. Once again 
I turned towards the garden-gate and saw 
More plainly still that poverty and grief 
Were now come nearer to her: the earth was hard, 

415 With weeds defaced and knots of withered grass; 
No ridges there appeared of clear black mould, 
No winter greenness; of her herbs and flowers 
It seemed the better part were gnawed away 
Or trampled on the earth; a chain of straw 

420 Which had been twisted round the tender stem 
Of a young apple-tree lay at its root; 
The bark was nibbled round by t ruant sheep. 
Margaret stood near, her infant in her arms, 
And seeing that my eye was on the tree 

425 She said, 'I fear it will be dead and gone 
Ere Robert come again. ' Towards the house 
Together we returned, and she inquired 
If I had any hope. But for her Babe 
And for her little fr iendless Boy, she said, 

430 She had no wish to live, that she must die 
Of sorrow. Yet I saw the idle loom 
Still in its place. His Sunday garments hung 
Upon the self-same nail, his very staff 
Stood undis turbed behind the door. And when 

435 I passed this way beaten by Autumn winds 
She told me that her little babe was dead 
And she was left alone. Tha t very time, 
I yet remember, through the miry lane 
She walked with me a mile, when the bare trees 

440 Trickled with foggy damps, and in such sort 
That any heart had ached to hear her begg'd 
That wheresoe'er I went I still would ask 
For him whom she had lost. We parted then, 
Our final parting, for from that t ime forth 

4. The word or was erased here; later manuscr ip ts read "and." 
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445 Did many seasons pass ere I returned 
Into this tract again. 

Five tedious years 
She lingered in unquiet widowhood, 
A wife and widow. Needs must it have been 
A sore heart-wasting. I have heard, my friend, 

450 That in that broken arbour she would sit 
The idle length of half a sabbath day— 
There, where you see the toadstool's lazy head— 
And when a dog passed by she still would quit 
The shade and look abroad. On this old Bench 

455 For hours she sate, and evermore her eye 
Was busy in the distance, shaping things 
Which made her heart beat quick. Seest thou that path? 
(The green-sward now has broken its grey line) 
There to and fro she paced through many a day 

460 Of the warm summer, from a belt of flax 
That girt her waist spinning the long-drawn thread 
With backward steps.—Yet ever as there passed 
A man whose garments shewed the Soldier's red, 
Or crippled Mendicant in Sailor's garb, 

465 The little child who sate to turn the wheel 
Ceased from his toil, and she with faltering voice, 
Expecting still to learn her husband's fate, 
Made many a fond inquiry; and when they 
Whose presence gave no comfort were gone by, 

470 Her heart was still more sad. And by yon gate 
Which bars the traveller's road she often stood 
And when a stranger horseman came, the latch 
Would lift, and in his face look wistfully, 
Most happy if from aught discovered there 

475 Of tender feeling she might dare repeat 
The same sad question. M e a n w h i l e her poor hut 
Sunk to decay, for he was gone whose hand 
At the first nippings of October frost 
Closed up each chink and with fresh bands of straw 

480 Chequered the green-grown thatch. And so she lived 
Through the long winter, reckless and alone, 
Till this reft house by frost, and thaw, and rain 
Was sapped; and when she slept the nightly damps 
Did chill her breast, and in the stormy day 

485 Her tattered clothes were ruffled by the wind 
Even at the side of her own fire. Yet still 
She loved this wretched spot, nor would for worlds 
Have parted hence; and still that length of road 
And this rude bench one torturing hope endeared, 

490 Fast rooted at her heart, and here, my friend, 
In sickness she remained, and here she died, 
Last human tenant of these ruined walls." 

The old Man ceased: he saw that I was mov'd; 
From that low Bench, rising instinctively, 

495 I turned aside in weakness, nor had power 
To thank him for the tale which he had told. 
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I stood, and leaning o'er the garden-gate 
Reviewed that Woman ' s suff 'rings, and it seemed 
To comfort me while with a brother 's love 

500 I blessed her in the impotence of grief. 
At length [towards] the [Cottage I re turned] 5 

Fondly, and traced with milder interest 
That secret spirit of humani ty 
Which , 'mid the calm oblivious tendencies 

505 Of nature , 'mid her plants, her weeds, and flowers, 
And silent overgrowings, still survived. 
The old man, seeing this, resumed and said, 
"My Friend, enough to sorrow have you given, 
The purposes of wisdom ask no more; 

510 Be wise and chearful , and no longer read 
The forms of things with an unworthy eye. 
She sleeps in the calm earth, and peace is here. 
I well remember that those very plumes, 
Those weeds, and the high spear-grass on tha t wall, 

515 By mist and silent rain-drops silver'd o'er, 
As once I passed did to my heart convey 
So still an image of tranquillity, 
So calm and still, and looked so beaut i ful 
Amid the uneasy thoughts which filled my mind, 

520 That what we feel of sorrow and despair 
From ruin and f rom change, and all the grief 
The passing shews of being leave behind, 
Appeared an idle dream that could not live 
Where meditation was. I turned away 

525 And walked along my road in happiness." 
He ceased. By this the sun declining shot 

A slant and mellow radiance which began 
To fall upon us where benea th the trees 
We sate on that low bench, and now we felt, 

530 Admonished thus, the sweet hour coming on. 
A linnet warbled f rom those lofty elms, 
A thrush sang loud, and other melodies, 
At distance heard, peopled the milder air. 
The old man rose and hoisted up his load. 

535 Together casting then a farewell look 
Upon those silent walls, we left the shade 
And ere the stars were visible at tained 
A rustic inn, our evening resting-place. 

THE END 

1797—ca. 1799 1949 

5. The words inside the brackets were added in MS. E. 
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Yet all do still aver 
230 The little Babe lies buried there, 

Beneath that hill of moss so fair. 

22 
"I cannot tell how this may be, 
But plain it is the Thorn is bound 
With heavy tufts of moss that strive 

235 To drag it to the ground; 
And this I know, full many a time, 
When she was on the mountain high, 
By day, and in the silent night, 
When all the stars shone clear and bright, 

240 That I have heard her cry, 
'Oh misery! oh misery! 
Oh woe is me! oh misery!' " 

Mar.—Apr. 1798 1798 

Lines' 
Composed a Few Miles above Tintern Abbey, on Revisiting the Banks of 

the Wye during a Tour, July 13, 1798 

Five years have past; five summers, with the length 
Of five long winters! and again I hear 
These waters, rolling from their mountain-springs 
With a soft inland murmur.2—Once again 

5 Do I behold these steep and lofty cliffs, 
That on a wild secluded scene impress 
Thoughts of more deep seclusion; and connect 
The landscape with the quiet of the sky. 
The day is come when I again repose 

IO Here, under this dark sycamore, and view 
These plots of cottage-ground, these orchard-tufts, 
Which at this season, with their unripe fruits, 
Are clad in one green hue, and lose themselves 
'Mid groves and copses. Once again I see 

15 These hedge-rows, hardly hedge-rows, little lines 
Of sportive wood run wild: these pastoral farms, 
Green to the very door; and wreaths of smoke 
Sent up, in silence, from among the trees! 

1. No poem of mine was composed under circum-
stances more pleasant for me to remember than 
this. I began it upon leaving Tintern, after crossing 
the Wye, and concluded it just as I was entering 
Bristol in the evening, after a ramble of 4 or 5 days, 
with my sister. Not a line of it was altered, and not 
any part of it written down till I reached Bristol 
[Wordsworth's note, 1843]. The poem was printed 
as the last item in Lyrical Ballads. 

Wordsworth had first visited the Wye valley and 
the ruins of Tintern Abbey, in Monmouthshire, 
while on a solitary walking tour in August 1793, 
when he was twenty-three years old. (See "Tintern 

Abbey, Tourism, and Romantic Landscape" at Nor-
ton Literature Online.) The puzzling difference 
between the present landscape and the remem-
bered "picture of the mind" (line 61) gives rise to 
an intricately organized meditation, in which the 
poet reviews his past, evaluates the present, and 
(through his sister as intermediary) anticipates the 
future; he ends by rounding back quietly on the 
scene that had been his point of departure. 
2. The river is not affected by the tides a few miles 
above Tintern [Wordsworth's note, 1798 ff.]. Until 
1845 the text had "sweet" for "soft," meaning fresh, 
not salty. 
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With some uncertain notice, as might seem 
20 Of vagrant dwellers in the houseless woods, 

Or of some Hermit's cave, where by his fire 
The Hermit sits alone. 

These beauteous forms, 
Through a long absence, have not been to me 
As is a landscape to a blind man's eye: 

25 But oft, in lonely rooms, and 'mid the din 
Of towns and cities, I have owed to them 
In hours of weariness, sensations sweet, 
Felt in the blood, and felt along the heart; 
And passing even into my purer mind, 

30 With tranquil restoration:—feelings too 
Of unremembered pleasure: such, perhaps, 
As have no slight or trivial influence 
On that best portion of a good man's life, 
His little, nameless, unremembered, acts 

35 Of kindness and of love. Nor less, I trust, 
To them I may have owed another gift, 
Of aspect more sublime; that blessed mood, 
In which the burthen0 of the mystery, burden 
In which the heavy and the weary weight 

40 Of all this unintelligible world, 
Is lightened:—that serene and blessed mood, 
In which the affections gently lead us on ,— 
Until, the breath of this corporeal frame 
And even the motion of our human blood 

45 Almost suspended, we are laid asleep 
In body, and become a living soul: 
While with an eye made quiet by the power 
Of harmony, and the deep power of joy, 
We see into the life of things. 

If this 
50 Be but a vain belief, yet, oh! how of t— 

In darkness and amid the many shapes 
Of joyless daylight; when the fretful stir 
Unprofitable, and the fever of the world, 
Have hung upon the beatings of my heart— 

55 How oft, in spirit, have I turned to thee, 
O sylvan Wye! thou wanderer thro' the woods, 
How often has my spirit turned to thee! 

And now, with gleams of half-extinguished thought, 
With many recognitions dim and faint, 

60 And somewhat of a sad perplexity, 
The picture of the mind revives again: 
While here I stand, not only with the sense 
Of present pleasure, but with pleasing thoughts 
That in this moment there is life and food 

65 For future years. And so I dare to hope, 
Though changed, no doubt, from what I was when first 
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I came among these hills; when like a roe° deer 
I bounded o'er the mountains, by the sides 
Of the deep rivers, and the lonely streams, 

70 Wherever nature led: more like a man 
Flying from something that he dreads, than one 
Who sought the thing he loved. For nature then 
(The coarser pleasures of my boyish days, 
And their glad animal movements all gone by) 

75 To me was all in all.—I cannot paint 
What then I was. The sounding cataract 
Haunted me like a passion: the tall rock, 
The mountain, and the deep and gloomy wood, 
Their colours and their forms, were then to me 

so An appetite; a feeling and a love, 
That had no need of a remoter charm, 
By thought supplied, nor any interest 
Unborrowed from the eye.—That time is past, 
And all its aching joys are now no more, 

85 And all its dizzy raptures.3 Not for this 
Faint0 I, nor mourn nor murmur; other gifts lose heart 
Have followed; for such loss, I would believe, 
Abundant recompense. For I have learned 
To look on nature, not as in the hour 

90 Of thoughtless youth; but hearing oftentimes 
The still, sad music of humanity, 
Nor harsh nor grating, though of ample power 
To chasten and subdue. And I have felt 
A presence that disturbs me with the joy 

95 Of elevated thoughts; a sense sublime 
Of something far more deeply interfused, 
Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns, 
And the round ocean and the living air, 
And the blue sky, and in the mind of man: 

ioo A motion and a spirit, that impels 
All thinking things, all objects of all thought, 
And rolls through all things. Therefore am I still 
A lover of the meadows and the woods, 
And mountains; and of all that we behold 

105 From this green earth; of all the mighty world 
Of eye, and ear,—both what they half create,4 

And what perceive; well pleased to recognise 
In nature and the language of the sense, 
The anchor of my purest thoughts, the nurse, 

no The guide, the guardian of my heart, and soul 
Of all my moral being. 

3. Lines 66ff. contain Wordsworth's famed 
description of the three stages of his growing up, 
defined in terms of his evolving relations to the 
natural scene: the young boy's purely physical 
responsiveness (lines 73—74); the postadolescent's 
aching, dizzy, and equivocal passions—a love that 
is more like dread (lines 67—72, 75—85: this was 
his state of mind on the occasion of his first visit); 

his present state (lines 85ff.), in which for the first 
time he adds thought to sense. 
4. This line has a close resemblance to an admi-
rable line of Young, the exact expression of which 
I cannot recollect [Wordsworth's note, 1798 ff.]. 
Edward Young in Night Thoughts (1744) says that 
the human senses "half create the wondrous world 
they see." 
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Nor perchance, 
If I were not thus taught, should I the more 
Suffer my genial spirits5 to decay: 
For thou art with me here upon the banks 

us Of this fair river; thou my dearest Friend,6 

My dear, dear Friend; and in thy voice I catch 
The language of my former heart, and read 
My former pleasures in the shooting lights 
Of thy wild eyes. Oh! yet a little while 

120 May I behold in thee what I was once, 
My dear, dear Sister! and this prayer I make, 
Knowing that Nature never did betray 
The heart that loved her; 'tis her privilege, 
Through all the years of this our life, to lead 

125 From joy to joy: for she can so inform 
The mind that is within us, so impress 
With quietness and beauty, and so feed 
With lofty thoughts, that neither evil tongues,7 

Rash judgments, nor the sneers of selfish men, 
130 Nor greetings where no kindness is, nor all 

The dreary intercourse of daily life, 
Shall e'er prevail against us, or disturb 
Our cheerful faith, that all which we behold 
Is full of blessings. Therefore let the moon 

135 Shine on thee in thy solitary walk; 
And let the misty mountain-winds be free 
To blow against thee: and, in after years, 
When these wild ecstasies shall be matured 
Into a sober pleasure; when thy mind 

140 Shall be a mansion for all lovely forms, 
Thy memory be as a dwelling-place 
For all sweet sounds and harmonies; oh! then, 
If solitude, or fear, or pain, or grief, 
Should be thy portion," with what healing thoughts inheritance, dowry 

145 Of tender joy wilt thou remember me, 
And these my exhortations! Nor, perchance— 
If I should be where I no more can hear 
Thy voice, nor catch from thy wild eyes these gleams 
Of past existence8—wilt thou then forget 

iso That on the banks of this delightful stream 
We stood together; and that I, so long 
A worshipper of Nature, hither came 
Unwearied in that service; rather say 
With warmer love—oh! with far deeper zeal 

155 Of holier love. Nor wilt thou then forget, 
That after many wanderings, many years 
Of absence, these steep woods and lofty cliffs, 

5. Creative powers. ("Genial" is here the adjectival 
form of the noun genius.) 
6. His sister, Dorothy. 
7. In the opening of Paradise Lost 7, Milton 
describes himself as fallen on "evil days" and "evil 

tongues" and with "dangers compassed round" 
(lines 2 6 - 2 7 ) . 
8. I.e., reminders of his own "past existence" five 
years earlier (see lines 116—19). 
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And this green pastoral landscape, were to me 
More dear, both for themselves and for thy sake! 

July 1798 1798 

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

Although some of its ideas had antecedents in the later eighteenth century, the 
Preface as a whole deserves its reputation as a revolutionary manifesto about the 
nature of poetry. Like many radical statements, however, it claims to go back to 
the implicit principles that governed the great poetry of the past but have been per-
verted in recent practice. Most discussions of the Preface, following the lead of Cole-
ridge in chapters 14 and 1 7 of his Biographia Literaria, have focused on Wordsworth's 
assertions about the valid language of poetry, on which he bases his attack on the 
"poetic diction" of eighteenth-century poets. As Coleridge pointed out, Wordsworth's 
argument about this issue is far from clear. However, Wordsworth's questioning of 
the underlying premises of neoclassical poetry went even further. His Preface implic-
itly denies the traditional assumption that the poetic genres constitute a hierarchy, 
from epic and tragedy at the top down through comedy, satire, pastoral, to the short 
lyric at the lowest reaches of the poetic scale; he also rejects the traditional principle 
of "decorum," which required the poet to arrange matters so that the poem's subject 
(especially the social class of its protagonists) and its level of diction conformed to 
the status of the literary kind on the poetic scale. 

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

Wordsworth's assertions about the materials and diction of poetry have been greatly 
influential in expanding the range of serious literature to include the common people 
and ordinary things and events, as well as in justifying a poetry of sincerity rather 
than of artifice, expressed in the ordinary language of its time. But in the long view 
other aspects of his Preface have been no less significant in establishing its impor-
tance, not only as a turning point in English criticism but also as a central document 
in modern culture, Wordsworth feared that a new urban, industrial society's mass 
media and mass culture (glimpsed in the Preface when he refers derisively to contem-
porary Gothic novels and German melodramas) were threatening to blunt the human 
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In The Prelude Wordsworth, recording his gratitude to the mountains, lakes, and 
winds "that dwell among the hills where I was born," commiserates with Coleridge 
because "thou, my Friend! wert reared / In the great City, 'mid far other scenes." 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge had in fact been born in the small town of Ottery St. Mary, 
in rural Devonshire, but on the death of his father he had been sent to school at 
Christ's Hospital in London. He was a dreamy, enthusiastic, and extraordinarily pre-
cocious schoolboy. Charles Lamb, his schoolmate and lifelong friend, in his essay on 
Christ 's Hospital has given us a vivid sketch of Coleridge's loneliness, his learning, 
and his eloquence. W h e n in 1791 Coleridge entered Jesus College, Cambridge, he 
was an accomplished scholar; but he found little intellectual stimulation at the uni-
versity, fell into idleness, dissoluteness, and debt, then in despair fled to London and 
enlisted in the Light Dragoons under the alias of Silas Tomkyn Comberbache—one 
of the most inept cavalrymen in the long history of the British army. Although rescued 
by his brothers and sent back to Cambridge, he left in 1794 without a degree. 

In June 1794 Coleridge met Robert Southey, then a student at Oxford who, like 
himself, had poetic aspirations, was a radical in religion and politics, and sympathized 
with the republican experiment in France. Together the two young men planned to 
establish an ideal democratic community in America for which Coleridge coined the 
name "Pantisocracy," signifying an equal rule by all. A plausible American real-estate 
agent persuaded them that the ideal location would be on the banks of the Susque-
hanna in Pennsylvania. Twelve men undertook to go; and because perpetuation of 
the scheme required offspring, hence wives, Coleridge dutifully became engaged to 
Sara Fricker, conveniently at hand as the sister of Southey's fiancee. The Pantisocracy 
scheme collapsed, but at Southey's insistence Coleridge went through with the mar-
riage, "resolved," as he said, "but wretched." Later Coleridge's radicalism waned, and 
he became a conservative in politics—a highly philosophical one—and a s taunch 
Anglican in religion. 

In 1795 Coleridge met Wordsworth and at once judged him to be "the best poet 
of the age." When in 1797 Wordsworth brought his sister, Dorothy, to settle at Alfox-
den, only three miles from the Coleridges at Nether Stowey, the period of intimate 
communicat ion and poetic collaboration began that was the golden time of Cole-
ridge's life. An annual allowance of £l 50, granted to Coleridge by Thomas and Josiah 
Wedgwood, sons of the founder of the famous pottery firm, came just in time to 
deflect him from assuming a post as a Unitarian minister. After their joint publication 
of Lyrical Ballads in 1798, Coleridge and the Wordsworths spent a winter in Germany, 
where Coleridge attended the University of Gottingen and began the lifelong study 
of German philosophers and critics—Kant, Schiller, Schelling, and Fichte—that 
helped alter profoundly his thinking about philosophy, religion, and aesthetics. 

Back in England, Coleridge in 1800 followed the Wordsworths to the Lake District, 
settling at Greta Hall, Keswick. He had become gradually disaffected from his wife, 
and now he fell helplessly and hopelessly in love with Sara Hutchinson, whose sister, 
Mary, Wordsworth married in 1802. In accord with the medical prescription of that 
time, Coleridge had been taking laudanum (opium dissolved in alcohol) to ease the 
painful physical ailments from which he had suffered from an early age. In 1800-01 
heavy dosages during attacks of rheumatism made opium a necessity to him, and 
Coleridge soon recognized that the drug was a greater evil than the diseases it did not 
cure. "Dejection: An Ode," published in 1802, was Coleridge's despairing farewell to 
health, happiness, and poetic creativity. A two-year sojourn on the Mediterranean 
island of Malta, intended to restore his health, instead completed his decline. When 
he returned to England in the late summer of 1806, he was a broken man, a drug 
addict, estranged from his wife, suffering from agonies of remorse, and subject to 
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terrifying nightmares of guilt and despair f rom which his own shrieks awakened him. 
By 1810, when he and Wordsworth quarreled bitterly, it must have seemed that he 
could not fall any lower. 

Under these conditions Coleridge's literary efforts, however sporadic and fragmen-
tary, were little short of heroic. In 1808 he debuted as a speaker at one of the new 
lecturing institutions that sprang up in British cities in the early nineteenth century. 
His lectures on poetry, like his later series on Shakespeare, became part of the social 
calendar for fashionable Londoners—women, excluded still from universities, partic-
ularly. He wrote for newspapers and single-handedly undertook to write, publish, and 
distribute a periodical, The Friend, which lasted for some ten months beginning in 
June 1809. A tragedy, Remorse, had in 1813 a successful run of twenty performances 
at the Drury Lane theater. In 1816 he took up residence at Highgate, a northern 
suburb of London, under the supervision of the excellent and endlessly forbearing 
physician James Gillman, who managed to control, although not to eliminate, Cole-
ridge's consumption of opium. The next three years were Coleridge's most sustained 
period of literary activity. While continuing to lecture and to write for the newspapers 
on a variety of subjects, he published Biographia Literaria, Zapolya (a drama), a book 
consisting of the essays in The Friend (revised and greatly enlarged), two collections 
of poems, and several important treatises on philosophical and religious subjects. In 
these treatises and those that followed over the next fifteen years, he emerged as the 
heir to the conservatism of Edmund Burke, an opponent to secularism and a defender 
of the Anglican Church , and an unapologetic intellectual elitist with an ambitious 
account of the role elites might play in modern states, outlined in his discussions of 
national culture and of the "clerisy" who would take responsibility for preserving it. 

The remaining years of his life, which he spent with Dr. and Mrs. Gillman, were 
quieter and happier than any he had known since the turn of the century. He came 
to a peaceful understanding with his wife and was reconciled with Wordsworth, with 
whom he toured the Bhineland in 1828. His rooms at Highgate became a center for 
friends, for the London literati, and for a steady stream of pilgrims from England and 
America. They came to hear one of the wonders of the age, the Sage of Highgate's 
conversation—or monologue—for even in his decline, Coleridge's talk never lost the 
almost hypnotic power that Hazlitt has immortalized in "My First Acquaintance with 
Poets." Mary Shelley appears to have been haunted by the memory of the evening 
when, a small child, she hid behind a sofa to listen to Coleridge, one of her father's 
visitors, recite The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, and a stanza from that poem of dark 
mystery found its way into Frankenstein, just as her recollections of that visitor's voice 
contributed to her depictions of the irresistible hold her novel's storytellers have over 
their auditors. When he died, Coleridge left his friends with the sense that an incom-
parable intellect had vanished from the world. 

Coleridge's friends, however, abetted by his own merciless self-judgments, set cur-
rent the opinion, still common, that he was great in promise but not in performance. 
Even in his buoyant youth he described his own character as "indolence capable of 
energies"; and it is true that while his mind was incessantly active and fertile, he 
lacked application and staying power. He also manifested early in life a profound 
sense of guilt and a need for public expiation. After drug addiction sapped his strength 
and will, he often adapted (or simply adopted) passages from other writers, with little 
or no acknowledgment, and sometimes in a context that seems designed to reveal 
that he relies on sources that he does not credit. Whatever the tangled motives for 
his procedure, Coleridge has repeatedly been charged with gross plagiarism, from his 
day to ours. After The Ancient Mariner, most of the poems he completed were written, 
like the first version of "Dejection: An Ode," in a spasm of intense effort. Writings 
that required sustained planning and application were either left unfinished or, like 
Biographia Literaria, made up of brilliant sections padded out with filler, sometimes 
lifted from other writers, in a desperate effort to meet a deadline. Many of his spec-
ulations Coleridge merely confided to his notebooks and the ears of his friends, incor-
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porated in letters, and poured out in the margins of his own and other people's books. 
Even so, it is only when measured against his own potentialities that Coleridge's 

achievements appear limited. In an 1838 essay the philosopher John Stuart Mill 
hailed the recently deceased Coleridge as one of "the two great seminal minds of 
England": according to Mill, Coleridge's conservatism had, along with the very dif-
ferent utilitarian philosophy of Jeremy Bentham (the other seminal mind identified 
in Mill's essay), revolutionized the political thought of the day. Coleridge was also 
one of the important and influential literary theorists of the nineteenth century. One 
of his major legacies is the notion that culture, the nation's artistic and spiritual 
heritage, represents a force with the power to combat the fragmentation of a modern, 
market-driven society and to restore a common, collective life. This was an idea that 
he worked out largely in opposition to Bentham's utilitarianism, the newly prestigious 
discipline of political economy, and the impoverished, soulless account of human 
nature that these systems of thought offered. And in Biogra-phia Literaria and else-
where, Coleridge raised the stakes for literary criticism, making it into a kind of writing 
that could address the most difficult and abstract questions—questions about, for 
instance, the relations between literary language and ordinary language, or between 
poetry and philosophy, or between perception and imagination. Above all, Coleridge's 
writings in verse—whether we consider the poetry of Gothic demonism in Christabel 
or the meditative conversation poems like "Frost at Midnight" or "This Lime-Tree 
Bower My Prison"—are the achievements of a remarkably innovative poet. 

The Eolian Harp1 

Composed at Clevedon, Somersetshire 

My pensive Sara! thy soft cheek reclined 
Thus on mine arm, most soothing sweet it is 
To sit beside our cot, our cot o'ergrown 
With white-flowered jasmin, and the broad-leaved myrtle, 

5 (Meet emblems they of Innocence and Love!) 
And watch the clouds, that late were rich with light, 
Slow saddening round, and mark the star of eve 
Serenely brilliant (such should wisdom be) 
Shine opposite! How exquisite the scents 

io Snatched from yon bean-field! and the world so hushed! 
The stilly murmur of the distant sea 
Tells us of silence. 

And that simplest lute, 
Placed length-ways in the clasping casement, hark! 

i. Named for Aeolus, god of the winds, the harp 
has strings stretched over a rectangular sounding 
box. When placed in an opened window, the harp 
(also called "Eolian lute," "Eolian lyre," "wind 
harp") responds to the altering wind by sequences 
of musical chords. This instrument, which seems 
to voice nature's own music, was a favorite house-
hold furnishing in the period and was repeatedly 
alluded to in Romantic poetry. It served also as one 
of the recurrent Romantic images for the mind— 
either the mind in poetic inspiration, as in the last 
stanza of Shelley's "Ode to the West Wind" 
(p. 772), or else the mind in perception, respond-
ing to an intellectual breeze by trembling into con-
sciousness, as in this poem, lines 44—48. 

Coleridge wrote this poem to Sara Fricker, 

whom he married on October 4, 1795, and took to 
a cottage (the "cot" of lines 3 and 64) at Clevedon, 
overlooking the Bristol Channel. He later several 
times expanded and altered the original version; 
the famous lines 26—29, for example, were not 
added until 1817. Originally it was titled "Effusion 
XXXV" and was one of thirty-six such effusions that 
Coleridge included in a 1796 volume of verse; 
revised and retitled, it became what he called a 
"conversation poem"—the designation used since 
his day for a sustained blank-verse lyric of descrip-
tion and meditation, in the mode of conversation 
addressed to a silent auditor. This was the form 
that Coleridge perfected in "Frost at Midnight" 
and that Wordsworth adopted in "Tintern Abbey." 
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Biographia Literaria In March 1815 Coleridge was preparing a collected 
edition of his poems and planned to include "a general preface . . . on the principles 
of philosophic and genial criticism." As was typical for Coleridge, the materials devel-
oped as he worked on them until, on July 29, he declared that the preface had 
expanded to become a book in its own right, an "Autobiographia Literaria." In a 
characteristic Romantic reinvention of autobiography, the work merged personal 
experience with philosophical speculation, as well as with what Coleridge identified 
as "digression and anecdotes." It was to consist of two main parts, "my literary life 
and opinions, as far as poetry and poetical criticism [are] concerned" and a critique 
of Wordsworth's theory of poetic diction. This work was ready by September 17,1815, 
but the Biographia Literaria, in two volumes, was not published until July 1817. The 
delay was caused by a series of miscalculations by his printer, which forced Coleridge 
to add 150 pages of miscellaneous materials to pad out the length of the second 
volume. 

Coleridge had been planning a detailed critique of Wordsworth's theory of poetic 
diction ever since 1802, when he had detected "a radical difference in our theoretical 
opinions respecting poetry." In the selection from chapter 17, Coleridge agrees with 
Wordsworth's general aim of reforming the artifices of current poetic diction, but he 
sharply denies Wordsworth's claim that there is no essential difference between the 
language of poetry and the language spoken by people in real life. The other selections 
printed here are devoted mainly to the central principle of Coleridge's own critical 
theory, the distinction between the mechanical "fancy" and the organic imagination, 
which is tersely summarized in the conclusion to chapter 13. The definition of poetry 
at the end of chapter 14, develops at greater length the nature of the "synthetic and 
magical power . . . of imagination," which, for Coleridge, has the capacity to dissolve 
the divisions (between, for instance, the perceiving human subject and his or her 
objects of perception) that characterize human beings' fallen state. 

From Biographia Literaria 
From Chapter 4 

[ M R . W O R D S W O R T H ' S E A R L I E R P O E M S ] 

* * * During the last year of my residence at Cambridge, I became 
acquainted with Mr. Wordsworth's first publication, entitled Descriptive 
Sketchesand seldom, if ever, was the emergence of an original poetic genius 
above the literary horizon more evidently announced. In the form, style, and 
manner of the whole poem, and in the structure of the particular lines and 
periods, there is a harshness and acerbity connected and combined with words 
and images all a-glow which might recall those products of the vegetable world, 
where gorgeous blossoms rise out of the hard and thorny rind and shell within 
which the rich fruit was elaborating. The language was not only peculiar and 
strong, but at times knotty and contorted, as by its own impatient strength; 
while the novelty and struggling crowd of images, acting in conjunction with 
the difficulties of the style, demanded always a greater closeness of attention 
than poetry (at all events than descriptive poetry) has a right to claim. It not 
seldom therefore justified the complaint of obscurity. In the following extract 

1. Published 1793, the year before Coleridge left tour in the Alps in 1790. Wordsworth describes the 
Cambridge; a long descriptive-meditative poem in same tour in The Prelude, book 6. 
closed couplets, recount ing Wordsworth 's walking 
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I have sometimes fancied that I saw an emblem of the poem itself and of the 
author's genius as it was then displayed: 

'Tis storm; and hid in mist from hour to hour, 
All day the floods a deepening murmur pour; 
The sky is veiled, and every cheerful sight: 
Dark is the region as with coming night; 
And yet what frequent bursts of overpowering light! 
Triumphant on the bosom of the storm, 
Glances the fire-clad eagle's wheeling form; 
Eastward, in long perspective glittering, shine 
The wood-crowned cliffs that o'er the lake recline; 
Wide o'er the Alps a hundred streams unfold, 
At once to pillars turned that flame with gold; 
Behind his sail the peasant strives to shun 
The West, that burns like one dilated sun, 
Where in a mighty crucible expire 
The mountains, glowing hot, like coals of fire. 2 

The poetic Psyche, in its process to full development, undergoes as many 
changes as its Greek namesake, the butterfly. 3 And it is remarkable how soon 
genius clears and purifies itself from the faults and errors of its earliest prod-
ucts; faults which, in its earliest compositions, are the more obtrusive and 
confluent because, as heterogeneous elements which had only a temporary 
use, they constitute the very-ferment by which themselves are carried off. Or 
we may compare them to some diseases, which must work on the humors and 
be thrown out on the surface in order to secure the patient from their future 
recurrence. I was in my twenty-fourth year when I had the happiness of know-
ing Mr. Wordsworth personally; 4 and, while memory lasts, I shall hardly forget 
the sudden effect produced on my mind by his recitation of a manuscript poem 
which still remains unpublished, but of which the stanza and tone of style 
were the same as those of The Female Vagrant as originally printed in the first 
volume of the Lyrical Ballads,5 There was here no mark of strained thought or 
forced diction, no crowd or turbulence of imagery, and, as the poet hath him-
self well described in his lines on revisiting the Wye, 6 manly reflection and 
human associations had given both variety and an additional interest to natural 
objects which in the passion and appetite of the first love they had seemed to 
him neither to need or permit. The occasional obscurities, which had risen 
from an imperfect control over the resources of his native language, had almost 
wholly disappeared, together with that worse defect of arbitrary and illogical 
phrases, at once hackneyed and fantastic, which hold so distinguished a place 
in the technique of ordinary poetry and will, more or less, alloy the earlier 
poems of the truest genius, unless the attention has been specifically directed 
to their worthlessness and incongruity. I did not perceive anything particular 
in the mere style of the poem alluded to during its recitation, except indeed 
such difference as was not separable from the thought and manner; and the 
Spenserian stanza which always, more or less, recalls to the reader's mind 

2. Descriptive Sketches (1815 version), lines 
332ff . 
3. In Greek, Psyche is the common name for the 
soul and the butterfly [Coleridge's note]. 
4. The meet ing occurred in September 1795. 
5. Salisbury Plain ( 1793 -94 ) , which was left in 

manuscr ip t unti l Wordsworth published a revised 
version in 1842 under the title "Guilt and Sorrow." 
An excerpt f rom Salisbury Plain was printed as 
"The Female Vagrant," in Lyrical Ballads (1798). 
6. Wordsworth 's "Tintern Abbey," lines 76ff. 
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Spenser's own style, would doubtless have authorized in my then opinion a 
more f requent descent to the phrases of ordinary life than could, without an 
ill effect, have been hazarded in the heroic couplet. It was not however the 
freedom from false taste, whether as to common defects or to those more 
properly his own, which made so unusual an impression on my feelings imme-
diately, and subsequently on my judgment. It was the union of deep feeling 
with profound thought; the fine balance of truth in observing with the imag-
inative faculty in modifying the objects observed; and above all the original 
gift of spreading the tone, the atmosphere, and with it the depth and height of 
the ideal world, around forms, incidents, and situations of which, for the com-
mon view, custom had bedimmed all the luster, had dried up the sparkle and 
the dewdrops. "To find no contradiction in the union of old and new, to con-
template the Ancient of Days and all his works with feelings as fresh as if all 
had then sprang forth at the first creative fiat, 7 characterizes the mind that 
feels the riddle of the world and may help to unravel it. To carry on the feelings 
of childhood into the powers of manhood; to combine the child's sense of 
wonder and novelty with the appearances which every day for perhaps forty 
years had rendered familiar; 

With sun and moon and stars throughout the year, 
And man and woman; 8 

this is the character and privilege of genius, and one of the marks which 
distinguish genius from talents. And therefore it is the prime merit of genius, 
and its most unequivocal mode of manifestation, so to represent familiar 
objects as to awaken in the minds of others a kindred feeling concerning them, 
and that freshness of sensation which is the constant accompaniment of men-
tal no less than of bodily convalescence. W h o has not a thousand times seen 
snow fall on water? Who has not watched it with a new feeling from the time 
that he has read Burns' comparison of sensual pleasure 

To snow that falls upon a river 
A moment white—then gone forever! 9 

In poems, equally as in philosophic disquisitions, genius produces the strong-
est impressions of novelty while it rescues the most admitted truths from the 
impotence caused by the very circumstance of their universal admission. 
Truths of all others the most awful and mysterious, yet being at the same time 
of universal interest, are too often considered as so true, that they lose all the 
life and efficiency of truth and lie bedridden in the dormitory of the soul side 
by side with the most despised and exploded errors." The Friend, p. 76, no. 5. 1 

[ O N F A N C Y A N D I M A G I N A T I O N T H E I N V E S T I G A T I O N O F T H E D I S T I N C T I O N 
I M P O R T A N T T O T H E F I N E A R T S ] 

This excellence, which in all Mr. Wordsworth's writings is more or less 
predominant and which constitutes the character of his mind, I no sooner felt 
than I sought to understand. Repeated meditations led me first to suspect (and 
a more intimate analysis of the human faculties, their appropriate marks, func-
tions, and effects, matured my conjecture into full conviction) that fancy and 

7. The first divine comma nd : "Let there be light." 
8. Altered f rom Milton's sonne t "To Mr . Cyriack 
Skinner upon His Blindness." 

9. Altered f rom Burns 's "Tam o' Shanter ," lines 
6 1 - 6 2 . 
1. A periodical publ ished by Coleridge ( 1 8 0 9 - 1 0 ) . 
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imagination were two distinct and widely different faculties, instead of being, 
according to the general belief, either two names with one meaning, or at 
furthest the lower and higher degree of one and the same power. It is not, I 
own, easy to conceive a more apposite translation of the Greek phantasia than 
the Latin imaginatio; but it is equally true that in all societies there exists an 
instinct of growth, a certain collective unconscious good sense working pro-
gressively to desynonymize those words originally of the same meaning which 
the conflux of dialects had supplied to the more homogeneous languages, as 
the Greek and German: and which the same cause, joined with accidents of 
translation from original works of different countries, occasion in mixed lan-
guages like our own. The first and most important point to be proved is, that 
two conceptions perfectly distinct are confused under one and the same word, 
and (this done) to appropriate that word exclusively to one meaning, and the 
synonym (should there be one) to the other. But if (as will be often the case 
in the arts and sciences) no synonym exists, we must either invent or borrow 
a word. In the present instance the appropriation had already begun and been 
legitimated in the derivative adjective: Milton had a highly imaginative, Cowley 
a very fanciful, mind. If therefore I should succeed in establishing the actual 
existence of two faculties generally different, the nomenclature would be at 
once determined. To the faculty by which I had characterized Milton we 
should confine the term imagination; while the other would be contra-
distinguished as fancy. Now were it once fully ascertained that this division is 
no less grounded in nature than that of delirium from mania, or Otway's 

Lutes, lobsters, seas of milk, and ships of amber, 2 

from Shakespeare's 
What! have his daughters brought him to this pass? 3 

or from the preceding apostrophe to the elements, the theory of the fine arts 
and of poetry in particular could not, I thought, but derive some additional 
and important light. It would in its immediate effects furnish a torch of guid-
ance to the philosophical critic, and ultimately to the poet himself. In energetic 
minds truth soon changes by domestication into power; and from directing in 
the discrimination and appraisal of the product becomes influencive in the 
production. To admire on principle is the only way to imitate without loss of 
originality. * * * 

From Chapter 13 
[ O N T H E I M A G I N A T I O N , O R E S E M P L A S T I C 4 P O W E R ] 

* 4 * The I M A G I N A T I O N , then, I consider either as primary, or secondary. The 
primary I M A G I N A T I O N I hold to be the living power and prime agent of all 
human perception, and as a repetition in the finite mind of the eternal act of 
creation in the infinite I AM. The secondary I consider as an echo of the former, 
coexisting with the conscious will, yet still as identical with the primary in the 
kind of its agency, and differing only in degree, and in the mode of its operation. 
It dissolves, diffuses, dissipates, in order to recreate; or where this process is 

2. Thomas Otway, in Venice Preserved (1682), 4. Coleridge coined this word and used it to mean 
wrote "laurels" in place of "lobsters" (5.2.151). "molding into unity." 
3. King Lear 3.4.59. 
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rendered impossible, yet still, at all events, it struggles to idealize and to unify. 
It is essentially vital, even as all objects (as objects) are essentially fixed and 
dead. 

F A N C Y , on the contrary, has no other counters to play with but fixities and 
definites. The fancy is indeed no other than a mode of memory emancipated 
from the order of time and space; and blended with, and modified by that 
empirical phenomenon of the will which we express by the word C H O I C E . But 
equally with the ordinary memory it must receive all its materials ready made 
from the law of association. 5* * * 

Chapter 14 
O C C A S I O N O F T H E LYRICAL BALLADS, A N D T H E O B J E C T S O R I G I N A L L Y 

P R O P O S E D P R E F A C E T O T H E S E C O N D E D I T I O N T H E E N S U I N G 
C O N T R O V E R S Y , I T S C A U S E S A N D A C R I M O N Y P H I L O S O P H I C D E F I N I T I O N S 

O F A P O E M A N D P O E T R Y W I T H S C H O L I A . 6 

During the first year that Mr. Wordsworth and I were neighbours, 7 our 
conversations turned frequently on the two cardinal points of poetry, the 
power of exciting the sympathy of the reader by a faithful adherence to the 
truth of nature, and the power of giving the interest of novelty by the modifying 
colors of imagination. 8 The sudden charm which accidents of light and shade, 
which moonlight or sunset diffused over a known and familiar landscape, 
appeared to represent the practicability of combining both. These are the 
poetry of nature. The thought suggested itself (to which of us I do not recol-
lect) that a series of poems might be composed of two sorts. In the one, the 
incidents and agents were to be, in part at least, supernatural; and the excel-
lence aimed at was to consist in the interesting of the affections by the dra-
matic truth of such emotions as would naturally accompany such situations, 
supposing them real. And real in this sense they have been to every human 
being who, from whatever source of delusion, has at any time believed himself 
under supernatural agency. For the second class, subjects were to be chosen 
from ordinary life; the characters and incidents were to be such as will be 
found in every village and its vicinity where there is a meditative and feeling 
mind to seek after them, or to notice them when they present themselves. 

In this idea originated the plan of the Lyrical Ballads; in which it was agreed 
that my endeavours should be directed to persons and characters supernatural, 
or at least romantic; yet so as to transfer from our inward nature a human 
interest and a semblance of truth sufficient to procure for these shadows of 
imagination that willing suspension of disbelief for the moment, which con-
stitutes poetic faith. Mr. Wordsworth, on the other hand, was to propose to 
himself as his object to give the charm of novelty to things of every day, and 
to excite a feeling analogous to the supernatural, by awakening the mind's 
attention from the lethargy of custom and directing it to the loveliness and 

5. Coleridge conceives God's creation to be a con-
t inuing process, which has an analogy in the cre-
ative perception ("primary imagination") of all 
h u m a n minds. T h e creative process is repeated, or 
"echoed," on still a third level, by the "secondary 
imagination" of the poet, which dissolves the prod-
ucts of primary perception to shape them into a 
new and unified c rea t ion—the imaginative passage 
or poem. The "fancy," on the other hand, can only 

manipulate ' "fixities and definites" that , linked by 
association, come to it ready-made from percep-
tion. 
6. Additional remarks, af ter a philosophic dem-
onstrat ion. 
7. At Ne the r Stowey and Alfoxden, Somerset , in 
1797. 
8. Cf. Wordsworth 's account in his Preface to Lyr-
ical Ballads ( p . 2 6 2 ) . 
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the wonders of the world before us; an inexhaustible treasure, but for which, 
in consequence of the film of familiarity and selfish solicitude, we have eyes 
yet see not, ears that hear not, and hearts that neither feel nor understand. 9 

With this view I wrote The Ancient Mariner, and was preparing, among other 
poems, The Dark Ladie, and the Christabel, in which I should have more nearly 
realized my ideal than I had done in my first attempt. But Mr. Wordsworth's 
industry had proved so much more successful and the number of his poems 
so much greater, that my compositions, instead of forming a balance, appeared 
rather an interpolation of heterogeneous matter. 1 Mr. Wordsworth added two 
or three poems written in his own character, in the impassioned, lofty, and 
sustained diction which is characteristic of his genius. In this form the Lyrical 
Ballads were published; and were presented by him, as an experiment,2 

whether subjects which from their nature rejected the usual ornaments and 
extra-colloquial style of poems in general might not be so managed in the 
language of ordinary life as to produce the pleasurable interest which it is the 
peculiar business of poetry to impart. To the second edition 3 he added a pref-
ace of considerable length; in which, notwithstanding some passages of appar-
ently a contrary import, he was understood to contend for the extension of 
this style to poetry of all kinds, and to reject as vicious and indefensible all 
phrases and forms of style that were not included in what he (unfortunately, 
I think, adopting an equivocal expression) called the language of real life. From 
this preface, prefixed to poems in which it was impossible to deny the presence 
of original genius, however mistaken its direction might be deemed, arose the 
whole long-continued controversy. 4 For from the conjunction of perceived 
power with supposed heresy I explain the inveteracy 5 and in some instances, 
I grieve to say, the acrimonious passions with which the controversy has been 
conducted by the assailants. 

Had Mr. Wordsworth's poems been the silly, the childish things which they 
were for a long time described as being; had they been really distinguished 
from the compositions of other poets merely by meanness 6 of language and 
inanity of thought; had they indeed contained nothing more than what is found 
in the parodies and pretended imitations of them; they must have sunk at 
once, a dead weight, into the slough of oblivion, and have dragged the preface 
along with them. But year after year increased the number of Mr. Words-
worth's admirers. They were found too not in the lower classes of the reading 
public, but chiefly among young men of strong sensibility and meditative 
minds; and their admiration (inflamed perhaps in some degree by opposition) 
was distinguished by its intensity, I might almost say, by its religious fervor. 
These facts, and the intellectual energy of the author, which was more or less 
consciously felt where it was outwardly and even boisterously denied, meeting 
with sentiments of aversion to his opinions and of alarm at their consequences, 
produced an eddy of criticism which would of itself have borne up the poems 
by the violence with which it whirled them round and round. With many parts 
of this preface, in the sense attributed to them and which the words undoubt-
edly seem to authorize, I never concurred; but, on the contrary objected to 
them as erroneous in principle, and as contradictory (in appearance at least) 
9. Cf. Isaiah 6 . 9 - 1 0 . 
1. The first edit ion of Lyrical Ballads, published 
anonymously in 1798, contained nineteen poems 
by Wordsworth, four by Coleridge. 
2. Experiments was the word used by Wordsworth 
in his Advertisement to the first edition. 

3. Published in 1800. 
4. The controversy over Wordsworth 's theory and 
poetical practice in the literary journals of the day. 
5. Deep-rooted prejudice. 
6. Vulgarity. 
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both to other parts of the same preface and to the author's own practice in 
the greater number of the poems themselves. Mr. Wordsworth in his recent 
collection 7 has, I find, degraded this prefatory disquisition to the end of his 
second volume, to be read or not at the reader's choice. But he has not, as far 
as I can discover, announced any change in his poetic creed. At all events, 
considering it as the source of a controversy in which I have been honored 
more than I deserve by the frequent conjunction of my name with his, I think 
it expedient to declare once for all in what points I coincide with his opinions, 
and in what points I altogether differ. But in order to render myself intelligible 
I must previously, in as few words as possible, explain my ideas, first, of a 
POEM; and secondly, of POETRY itself, in kind, and in essence. 

The office of philosophical disquisition consists in just distinction; while it 
is the privilege of the philosopher to preserve himself constantly aware that 
distinction is not division. In order to obtain adequate notions of any truth, 
we must intellectually separate its distinguishable parts; and this is the tech-
nical of philosophy. But having so done, we must then restore them in our 
conceptions to the unity in which they actually coexist; and this is the result 
of philosophy. A poem contains the same elements as a prose composition; 
the difference therefore must consist in a different combination of them, in 
consequence of a different object proposed. According to the difference of the 
object will be the difference of the combination. It is possible that the object 
may be merely to facilitate the recollection of any given facts or observations 
by artificial arrangement; and the composition will be a poem, merely because 
it is distinguished from prose by meter, or by rhyme, or by both conjointly. In 
this, the lowest sense, a man might attribute the name of a poem to the well-
known enumeration of the days in the several months: 

Thirty days hath September, 
April, June, and November, etc. 

and others of the same class and purpose. And as a particular pleasure is found 
in anticipating the recurrence of sounds and quantities, all compositions that 
have this charm superadded, whatever be their contents, may be entitled 
poems. 

So much for the superficial form. A difference of object and contents sup-
plies an additional ground of distinction. The immediate purpose may be the 
communication of truths; either of truth absolute and demonstrable, as in 
works of science; or of facts experienced and recorded, as in history. Pleasure, 
and that of the highest and most permanent kind, may result from the attain-
ment of the end; but it is not itself the immediate end. In other works the 
communication of pleasure may be the immediate purpose; and though truth, 
either moral or intellectual, ought to be the ultimate end, yet this will distin-
guish the character of the author, not the class to which the work belongs. 
Blessed indeed is that state of society in which the immediate purpose would 
be baffled by the perversion of the proper ultimate end; in which no charm of 
diction or imagery could exempt the Bathyllus even of an Anacreon, or the 
Alexis of Virgil,® from disgust and aversion! 

But the communication of pleasure may be the immediate object of a work 
not metrically composed; and that object may have been in a high degree 
7. Poems, 2 vols., 1815. 
8. The reference is to poems of homosexual love. 
Bathyllus was a beaut i ful boy praised by Anacreon, 

a Greek lyric poet (ca. 560^175 B . C . E . ) ; Alexis was 
a young man loved by the shepherd Corydon in 
Virgil's Eclogue 2. 
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attained, as in novels and romances. Would then the mere superaddition of 
meter, with or without rhyme, entitle these to the name of poems? The answer 
is that nothing can permanently please which does not contain in itself the 
reason why it is so, and not otherwise. If meter be superadded, all other parts 
must be made consonant with it. They must be such as to justify the perpetual 
and distinct attention to each part which an exact correspondent recurrence 
of accent and sound are calculated to excite. The final definition then, so 
deduced, may be thus worded. A poem is that species of composition which 
is opposed to works of science by proposing for its immediate object pleasure, 
not truth; and from all other species (having this object in common with it) it 
is discriminated by proposing to itself such delight from the whole as is com-
patible with a distinct gratification from each component part. 

Controversy is not seldom excited in consequence of the disputants attach-
ing each a different meaning to the same word; and in few instances has this 
been more striking than in disputes concerning the present subject. If a man 
chooses to call every composition a poem which is rhyme, or measure, or both, 
I must leave his opinion uncontroverted. The distinction is at least competent 
to characterize the writer's intention. If it were subjoined that the whole is 
likewise entertaining or affecting as a tale or as a series of interesting reflec-
tions, I of course admit this as another fit ingredient of a poem and an addi-
tional merit. But if the definition sought for be that of a legitimate poem, I 
answer it must be one the parts of which mutually support and explain each 
other; all in their proportion harmonizing with, and supporting the purpose 
and known influences of metrical arrangement. The philosophic critics of all 
ages coincide with the ultimate judgment of all countries in equally denying 
the praises of a just poem on the one hand to a series of striking lines or 
distichs, 9 each of which absorbing the whole attention of the reader to itself 
disjoins it from its context and makes it a separate whole, instead of a har-
monizing part; and on the other hand, to an unsustained composition, from 
which the reader collects rapidly the general result unattracted by the com-
ponent parts. The reader should be carried forward, not merely or chiefly by 
the mechanical impulse of curiosity, or by a restless desire to arrive at the final 
solution; but by the pleasurable activity of mind excited by the attractions of 
the journey itself. Like the motion of a serpent, which the Egyptians made the 
emblem of intellectual power; or like the path of sound through the air; at 
every step he pauses and half recedes, and from the retrogressive movement 
collects the force which again carries him onward. "Praecipitandus est liber 
spiritus,"' says Petronius Arbiter most happily. The epithet liber here balances 
the preceding verb; and it is not easy to conceive more meaning condensed in 
fewer words. 

But if this should be admitted as a satisfactory character of a poem, we have 
still to seek for a definition of poetry. The writings of Plato, and Bishop Taylor, 
and the Theoria Sacra of Burnet, 2 furnish undeniable proofs that poetry of the 
highest kind may exist without meter, and even without the contradistinguish-
ing objects of a poem. The first chapter of Isaiah (indeed a very large propor-
tion of the whole book) is poetry in the most emphatic sense; yet it would be 
9. Pairs of lines. 
1. "The free spirit [of the poet] must be hurled 
onward." From the Satyricon, by the Roman satirist 
Petronius Arbiter (1st century C . E . ) . 
2. Thomas Burnet (1635?—1715), au thor of The 
Sacred Theory of the Earth. Bishop Jeremy Taylor 

(1613—1667), au thor of Holy Living and Holy 
Dying. Coleridge greatly admired the elaborate and 
sonorous prose of both these writers. He took from 
a work by Burnet the Latin mot to for The Rime of 
the Ancient Mariner. 
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not less irrational than strange to assert that pleasure, and not truth, was the 
immediate object of the prophet. In short, whatever specific import we attach 
to the word poetry, there will be found involved in it, as a necessary conse-
quence, that a poem of any length neither can be, nor ought to be, all poetry. 
Yet if a harmonious whole is to be produced, the remaining parts must be 
preserved in keeping3 with the poetry; and this can be no otherwise effected 
than by such a studied selection and artificial arrangement as will partake of 
one, though not a peculiar, property of poetry. And this again can be no other 
than the property of exciting a more continuous and equal attention than the 
language of prose aims at, whether colloquial or written. 

My own conclusions on the nature of poetry, in the strictest use of the word, 
have been in part anticipated in the preceding disquisition on the fancy and 
imagination. What is poetry? is so nearly the same question with, what is a 
poet? that the answer to the one is involved in the solution of the other. For 
it is a distinction resulting from the poetic genius itself, which sustains and 
modifies the images, thoughts, and emotions of the poet's own mind. 

The poet, described in ideal perfection, brings the whole soul of man into 
activity, with the subordination of its faculties to each other, according to their 
relative worth and dignity. He diffuses a tone and spirit of unity that blends 
and (as it were) fuses, each into each, by that synthetic and magical power to 
which we have exclusively appropriated the name of imagination. This power, 
first put in action by the will and understanding and retained under their 
irremissive, 4 though gentle and unnoticed, control (laxis ejfertur habenis)5 

reveals itself in the balance or reconciliation of opposite or discordant quali-
ties: 6 of sameness, with difference; of the general, with the concrete; the idea, 
with the image; the individual, with the representative; the sense of novelty 
and freshness, with old and familiar objects; a more than usual state of emo-
tion, with more than usual order; judgment ever awake and steady self-
possession, with enthusiasm and feeling profound or vehement; and while it 
blends and harmonizes the natural and the artificial, still subordinates art to 
nature; the manner to the matter; and our admiration of the poet to our sym-
pathy with the poetry. "Doubtless," as Sir John Davies observes of the soul 
(and his words may with slight alteration be applied, and even more appro-
priately, to the poetic IMAGINATION): 

Doubtless this could not be, but that she turns 
Bodies to spirit by sublimation strange, 

As fire converts to fire the things it burns, 
As we our food into our nature change. 

From their gross matter she abstracts their forms, 
And draws a kind of quintessence from things; 

Which to her proper nature she transforms, 
To bear them light on her celestial wings. 

Thus does she, when from individual states 
She doth abstract the universal kinds; 

3. A term from the theory of paint ing for the main-
tenance of the harmony of a composit ion. 
4. Cont inuous . 
5. Driven with loosened reins (Latin). 
6. Here Coleridge introduces the concept , which 

became central to the American New Critics of the 
mid-20th century, that the best poetry incorpo-
rates and reconciles opposite or discordant ele-
ments . 
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Which then reclothed in divers names and fates 
Steal access through our senses to our minds. 7 

Finally, G O O D S E N S E is the BODY of poetic genius, FANCY its D R A P E R Y , 8 M O T I O N 
its LIFE, and I M A G I N A T I O N the S O U L that is everywhere, and in each; and forms 
all into one graceful and intelligent whole. 

From Chapter 17 
[ E X A M I N A T I O N O F T H E T E N E T S P E C U L I A R T O M R . W O R D S W O R T H ] 

As far then as Mr. Wordsworth in his preface contended, and most ably 
contended, for a reformation in our poetic diction, as far as he has evinced 
the truth of passion, and the dramatic propriety of those figures and metaphors 
in the original poets which, stripped of their justifying reasons and converted 
into mere artifices of connection or ornament, constitute the characteristic 
falsity in the poetic style of the moderns; and as far as he has, with equal 
acuteness and clearness, pointed out the process by which this change was 
effected and the resemblances between that state into which the reader's mind 
is thrown by the pleasurable confusion of thought from an unaccustomed train 
of words and images and that state which is induced by the natural language 
of impassioned feeling, he undertook a useful task and deserves all praise, 
both for the attempt and for the execution. The provocations to this remon-
strance in behalf of truth and nature were still of perpetual recurrence before 
and after the publication of this preface. 4 4 * 

My own differences from certain supposed parts of Mr. Wordsworth's theory 
ground themselves on the assumption that his words had been rightly inter-
preted, as purporting that the proper diction for poetry in general consists 
altogether in a language taken, with due exceptions, from the mouths of men 
in real life, a language which actually constitutes the natural conversation of 
men under the influence of natural feelings. 9 My objection is, first, that in any 
sense this rule is applicable only to certain classes of poetry; secondly, that 
even to these classes it is not applicable, except in such a sense as hath never 
by anyone (as far as I know or have read) been denied or doubted; and, lastly, 
that as far as, and in that degree in which it is practicable, yet as a ride it is 
useless, if not injurious, and therefore either need not or ought not to be 
practiced. * * * 
[ R U S T I C L I F E ( A B O V E A L L , L O W A N D R U S T I C L I F E ) E S P E C I A L L Y U N F A V O R A B L E 
T O T H E F O R M A T I O N O F A H U M A N D I C T I O N T H E B E S T P A R T S O F L A N G U A G E 

T H E P R O D U C T S O F P H I L O S O P H E R S , N O T C L O W N S 1 O R S H E P H E R D S ] 

As little can I agree with the assertion that from the objects with which the 
rustic hourly communicates the best part of language is formed. For first, if 
to communicate with an object implies such an acquaintance with it, as ren-
ders it capable of being discriminately reflected on; the distinct knowledge of 
an uneducated rustic would furnish a very scanty vocabulary. The few things, 
and modes of action, requisite for his bodily conveniences, would alone be 
7. Adapted f rom John Davies's Nosce Teipsum 
("Know Thyself"), a philosophical poem (1599) . 
8. Clothing. 
9. Wordsworth 's Preface to Lyrical Ballads 
(1800): "A selection of the real language of men in 

a state of vivid sensation. . . . Low and rustic life 
was generally chosen . . . . T h e language, too, of 
these men is adopted." 
1. Rust ic people. 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



4 8 4 / S A M U E L T A Y L O R C O L E R I D G E 

individualized; while all the rest of nature would be expressed by a small 
number of confused general terms. Secondly, I deny that the words and com-
binations of words derived from the objects, with which the rustic is familiar, 
whether with distinct or confused knowledge, can be justly said to form the 
best part of language. It is more than probable that many classes of the brute 
creation possess discriminating sounds, by which they can convey to each 
other notices of such objects as concern their food, shelter, or safety. Yet we 
hesitate to call the aggregate of such sounds a language, otherwise than meta-
phorically. The best part of human language, properly so called, is derived 
from reflection on the acts of the mind itself. It is formed by a voluntary 
appropriation of fixed symbols to internal acts, to processes and results of 
imagination, the greater part of which have no place in the consciousness 
of uneducated man; though in civilized society, by imitation and passive 
remembrance of what they hear from their religious instructors and other 
superiors, the most uneducated share in the harvest which they neither sowed 
or reaped. * * * 

[ T H E L A N G U A G E O F M I L T O N AS M U C H T H E L A N G U A G E O F REAL L I F E , YEA, 
I N C O M P A R A B L Y M O R E S O T H A N T H A T O F T H E C O T T A G E R ] 

Here let me be permitted to remind the reader that the positions which I 
controvert are contained in the sentences—"a selection of the REAL language 
of men"; "the language of these men (i.e., men in low and rustic life) I propose 
to myself to imitate, and as far as possible to adopt the very language of men." 
"Between the language of prose and that of metrical composition there neither 
is, nor can be any essential difference." It is against these exclusively that my 
opposition is directed. 

I object, in the very first instance, to an equivocation in the use of the word 
"real." Every man's language varies according to the extent of his knowledge, 
the activity of his faculties, and the depth or quickness of his feelings. Every 
man's language has, first, its individualities; secondly, the common properties 
of the class to which he belongs; and thirdly, words and phrases of universal 
use. The language of Hooker, Bacon, Bishop Taylor, and Burke 2 differs from 
the common language of the learned class only by the superior number and 
novelty of the thoughts and relations which they had to convey. The language 
of Algernon Sidney 3 differs not at all from that which every well-educated 
gentleman would wish to write, and (with due allowances for the undeliber-
ateness and less connected train of thinking natural and proper to conversa-
tion) such as he would wish to talk. Neither one nor the other differ half as 
much from the general language of cultivated society as the language of Mr. 
Wordsworth's homeliest composition differs from that of a common peasant. 
For "real" therefore we must substitute ordinary, or lingua communis,4 And 
this, we have proved, is no more to be found in the phraseology of low and 
rustic life than in that of any other class. Omit the peculiarities of each, 
and the result of course must be common to all. And assuredly the omissions 
and changes to be made in the language of rustics before it could be trans-
ferred to any species of poem, except the drama or other professed imitation, 
2. Richard Hooker ( 1 5 5 4 - 1 6 0 0 ) , au thor of The 
Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity; Francis Bacon (1561— 
1626), essayist and philosopher, and Jeremy Taylor 
were all, together with the la te-18th-century poli-
tician and opponent of the French Revolution 
E d m u n d Burke ( 1 7 2 9 - 1 7 9 7 ) , lauded for their 

prose styles. 
3. Republican soldier and s ta tesman (1622— 
1683), au thor of Discourses Concerning Govern-
ment, executed for his part in the Rye House Plot 
to assassinate Charles II. 
4 . The common language (Latin). 
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are at least as numerous and weighty as would be required in adapting to the 
same purpose the ordinary language of tradesmen and manufacturers. Not to 
mention that the language so highly extolled by Mr. Wordsworth varies in every 
county, nay, in every village, according to the accidental character of the cler-
gyman, the existence or nonexistence of schools; or even, perhaps, as the excise-
man, publican, or barber happen to be, or not to be, zealous politicians and 
readers of the weekly newspaper pro bono publico.5 Anterior to cultivation the 
lingua communis of every country, as Dante has well observed, exists every 
where in parts and no where as a whole. 6 

Neither is the case rendered at all more tenable by the addition of the words 
"in a state of excitement." 7 For the nature of a man's words, when he is strongly 
affected by joy, grief, or anger, must necessarily depend on the number and 
quality of the general truths, conceptions, and images, and of the words 
expressing them, with which his mind had been previously stored. For the 
property of passion is not to create, but to set in increased activity. At least, 
whatever new connections of thoughts or images, or (which is equally, if not 
more than equally, the appropriate effect of strong excitement) whatever gen-
eralizations of truth or experience the heat of passion may produce, yet the 
terms of their conveyance must have pre-existed in his former conversations, 
and are only collected and crowded together by the unusual stimulation. It is 
indeed very possible to adopt in a poem the unmeaning repetitions, habitual 
phrases, and other blank counters which an unfurnished or confused under-
standing interposes at short intervals in order to keep hold of his subject which 
is still slipping from him, and to give him time for recollection; or in mere aid 
of vacancy, as in the scanty companies of a country stage the same player pops 
backwards and forwards, in order to prevent the appearance of empty spaces, 
in the procession of Macbeth or Henry Vlllth. But what assistance to the poet 
or ornament to the poem these can supply, I am at a loss to conjecture. Noth-
ing assuredly can differ either in origin or in mode more widely from the 
apparent tautologies of intense and turbulent feeling in which the passion is 
greater and of longer endurance than to be exhausted or satisfied by a single 
representation of the image or incident exciting it. Such repetitions I admit to 
be a beauty of the highest kind; as illustrated by Mr. Wordsworth himself from 
the song of Deborah. "At her feet he bowed, he fell, he lay down; at her feet 
he bowed, he fell; where he bowed, there he fell down dead." 8 

1815 1817 

From Lectures on Shakespeare' 
[FANCY AND IMAGINATION IN SHAKESPEARE'S POETRY] 

In the preceding lecture we have examined with what armor clothed and 
with what titles authorized Shakespeare came forward as a poet to demand 
the throne of fame as the dramatic poet of England; we have now to observe 
5. For the public welfare (Latin). 
6. In De Vulgari Eloquentia ("On the Speech of 
the people") Dante discusses—and af f i rms—the 
fitness for poetry of the unlocaiized Italian vernac-
ular. 
7. Wordsworth: "the manne r in which we associ-
ate ideas in a state of excitement." 
8. Judges 5.27. Cited by Wordsworth in a note to 
The Thorn as an example of the natural repetitious-

ness of "impassioned feelings." 
1. Although Coleridge's series of public lectures 
on Shakespeare and other poets contained much 
of his best criticism, he published none of this 
material , leaving only f ragmentary remains of his 
lectures in notebooks, scraps of manuscr ipt , and 
notes written in the margins of books. The follow-
ing selections, which develop some of the principal 
ideas presented in Biographia Literaria, reproduce 
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H e p r a y e t h bes t , w h o love th bes t 
All t h i n g s b o t h g rea t a n d smal l ; 615 
F o r t h e d e a r G o d w h o love th us , 
H e m a d e a n d love th a l l . 6 

T h e M a r i n e r , w h o s e eye i s b r igh t , 
W h o s e b e a r d w i t h age i s h o a r , 
Is g o n e : a n d n o w t h e W e d d i n g - G u e s t 620 
T u r n e d f r o m t h e b r i d e g r o o m ' s door . 

H e w e n t like o n e t h a t h a t h b e e n s t u n n e d , 
A n d is of s e n s e f o r l o r n : 7 

A s a d d e r a n d a wise r m a n , 
He rose t h e m o r r o w m o r n . 625 

1 7 9 7 1 7 9 8 

Kubla Khan 
O r , A Vision in a Dream. A Fragment 

I n 1 t h e s u m m e r o f t h e year 1797 , t h e A u t h o r , t h e n in ill h e a l t h , h a d re t i red to 
a lonely f a r m h o u s e b e t w e e n P o r l o c k a n d L in ton , on t h e E x m o o r c o n f i n e s o f 
S o m e r s e t a n d Devonsh i r e . In c o n s e q u e n c e of a sl ight ind ispos i t ion , an ano-
dyne h a d b e e n p re sc r ibed , f r o m t h e e f f e c t o f w h i c h he fel l a s leep in h is cha i r 
a t t h e m o m e n t t h a t he was r e a d i n g t h e fo l lowing s e n t e n c e , o r words o f t h e 
s a m e s u b s t a n c e , in Purchas's Pilgrimage: " H e r e t h e K h a n Kubla c o m m a n d e d 
a pa l ace to be bu i l t , a n d a s ta te ly ga rden t h e r e u n t o : a n d t h u s t e n mi les of 
fer t i le g r o u n d w e r e inc losed wi th a wal l . " 2 T h e a u t h o r c o n t i n u e d fo r a b o u t 
t h r e e h o u r s in a p r o f o u n d s leep, a t leas t of t h e ex te rna l s e n s e s , 3 d u r i n g w h i c h 
t ime he h a s t h e m o s t vivid c o n f i d e n c e , t h a t he cou ld n o t have c o m p o s e d less 
t h a n f r o m two to t h r e e h u n d r e d l ines; i f t h a t i n d e e d c a n be ca l led c o m p o s i t i o n 
in w h i c h all t h e images rose up b e f o r e h i m as th ings , wi th a para l le l p r o d u c t i o n 
of t h e c o r r e s p o n d e n t express ions , w i t h o u t any s e n s a t i o n or c o n s c i o u s n e s s o f 
e f fo r t . On awak ing he a p p e a r e d to h imse l f to have a d i s t inc t r eco l lec t ion of 

6. Coleridge said in 1830, answering the objection 
of the poet Anna Barbauld that the poem "lacked 
a moral": "I told her that in my own judgment the 
poem had too much; and that the only, or chief 
fault, if I might say so, was the obtrusion of the 
moral sentiment so openly on the reader as a prin-
ciple or cause of action in a work of pure imagi-
nation. It ought to have had no more moral than 
the Arabian Nights' tale of the merchant's sitting 
down to eat dates by the side of a well and throwing 
the shells aside, and lo! a genie starts up and says 
he must kill the aforesaid merchant because one of 
the date shells had, it seems, put out the eye of the 
genie's son." 
7. Bereft. 
1. In the texts of 1816—29, this note began with 
an additional short paragraph: "The following frag-
ment is here published at the request of a poet of 
great and deserved celebrity, and, as far as the 
Author's own opinions are concerned, rather as a 
psychological curiosity, than on the ground of any 
supposed poetic merits." The "poet o f . . . celeb-

rity" was Lord Byron. 
2. "In Xamdu did Cublai Can build a stately Pal-
ace, encompassing sixteene miles of plaine ground 
with a wall, wherein are fertile Meddowes, pleas-
ant Springs, delightfull Streames, and all sorts of 
beasts of chase and game, and in the middest 
thereof a sumptuous house of pleasure, which may 
be removed from place to place." From Samuel 
Purchas's book of travelers' tales, Purchas his Pil-
grimage (1613). The historical Kublai Khan 
founded the Mongol dynasty in China in the 13th 
century. 
3. In a note on a manuscript copy of "Kubla 
Khan," Coleridge gave a more precise account of 
the nature of this "sleep": "This fragment with a 
good deal more, not recoverable, composed, in a 
sort of reverie brought on by two grains of opium, 
taken to check a dysentery, at a farmhouse 
between Porlock and Linton, a quarter of a mile 
from Culbone Church, in the fall of the year, 
1797." 
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the whole, and taking his pen, ink, and paper, instantly and eagerly wrote down 
the lines that are here preserved. At this moment he was unfortunately called 
out by a person on business from Porlock, and detained by him above an hour, 
and on his return to his room, found, to his no small surprise and mortification, 
that though he still retained some vague and dim recollection of the general 
purport of the vision, yet, with the exception of some eight or ten scattered 
lines and images, all the rest had passed away like the images on the surface 
of a stream into which a stone had been cast, but, alas! without the after 
restoration of the latter: 

Then all the charm 
Is broken—all that phantom-world so fair 
Vanishes, and a thousand circlets spread, 
And each mis-shape [s] the other. Stay awhile, 
Poor youth! who scarcely dar'st lift up thine eyes— 
The stream will soon renew its smoothness, soon 
The visions will return! And lo! he stays, 
And soon the fragments dim of lovely forms 
Come trembling back, unite, and now once more 
The pool becomes a mirror. 

[From Coleridge's The Picture; or, the Lover's Resolution, 
lines 91-100] 

Yet from the still surviving recollections in his mind, the Author has frequently 
purposed to finish for himself what had been originally, as it were, given to 
him. Aupiov abiov aooo:4 but the to-morrow is yet to come. 

As a contrast to this vision, I have annexed a fragment of a very different 
character, describing with equal fidelity the dream of pain and disease.5— 
1816. 

In Xanadu did Kubla Khan 
A stately pleasure-dome decree: 
Where Alph,6 the sacred river, ran 
Through caverns measureless to man 

5 Down to a sunless sea. 
So twice five miles of fertile ground 
With walls and towers were girdled round: 
And there were gardens bright with sinuous rills 
Where blossomed many an incense-bearing tree; 

io And here were forests ancient as the hills, 
Enfolding sunny spots of greenery. 

But oh! that deep romantic chasm which slanted 
Down the green hill athwart a cedarn cover! 
A savage place! as holy and enchanted 

is As e'er beneath a waning moon was haunted 
By woman wailing for her demon-lover! 

4. 1 shall s ing a sweeter song tomorrow (Greek; 
recalled f rom Theocr i tus ' s Idyls 1.145). 

A n u m b e r of Coleridge's assert ions in this pref-
ace have been deba ted by critics: w h e t h e r the 
poem was wri t ten in 1797 or later, w h e t h e r i t was 
actually composed in a "dream" or op ium reverie, 
even whe the r it is a f r agmen t or in fact is comple te . 
All critics agree, however, tha t this visionary p o e m 

of demon ic inspirat ion is m u c h more than a mere 
"psychological curiosity." 
5. Coler idge refers to "The Pains of Sleep." 
6. Derived probably f rom the Greek river Alpheus , 
which flows into t he Ionian Sea. Its waters were 
fabled to rise again in Sicily as t he foun ta in of Are-
thusa . 
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A n d f r o m this c h a s m , w i t h cease l e s s t u r m o i l s e e t h i n g , 
As i f th i s e a r t h in f a s t t h i c k p a n t s w e r e b r e a t h i n g , 
A migh ty f o u n t a i n m o m e n t l y w a s fo r ced : 

20 A m i d w h o s e swift h a l f - i n t e r m i t t e d b u r s t 
H u g e f r a g m e n t s vau l t ed like r e b o u n d i n g hai l , 
O r c h a f f y gra in b e n e a t h t h e t h r e s h e r ' s flail: 
A n d 'mid t h e s e d a n c i n g rocks a t o n c e a n d ever 
I t f l u n g u p m o m e n t l y t h e sac red river. 

25 Five mi l e s m e a n d e r i n g w i t h a m a z y m o t i o n 
T h r o u g h w o o d a n d da l e t h e s a c r e d r iver r an , 
T h e n r e a c h e d t h e cave rns m e a s u r e l e s s t o m a n , 
A n d s a n k in t u m u l t to a l i fe less o c e a n : 
A n d 'mid th is t u m u l t K u b l a h e a r d f r o m f a r 

30 A n c e s t r a l voices p r o p h e s y i n g war! 

T h e s h a d o w o f t h e d o m e o f p l e a s u r e 
F l o a t e d midway o n t h e waves ; 
W h e r e was h e a r d t h e m i n g l e d m e a s u r e 
F r o m t h e f o u n t a i n a n d t h e caves . 

35 It w a s a m i r a c l e of r a r e device , 
A s u n n y p l e a s u r e - d o m e w i t h caves of ice! 

A d a m s e l wi th a d u l c i m e r 
In a v is ion o n c e I saw: 
I t was an Abyss in ian m a i d , 

40 A n d on h e r d u l c i m e r s h e p layed , 
S i n g i n g o f M o u n t A b o r a . 7 

C o u l d I revive w i t h i n me 
H e r s y m p h o n y a n d song , 
To s u c h a d e e p de l igh t ' twould w i n me , 

45 T h a t w i t h m u s i c l o u d a n d long, 
I w o u l d bu i ld t h a t d o m e in air , 
T h a t s u n n y d o m e ! t h o s e caves o f ice! 
A n d all w h o h e a r d s h o u l d see t h e m t h e r e , 
A n d all s h o u l d cry, Beware ! Beware ! 

50 H i s f l a s h i n g eyes , his f loa t ing hai r ! 
W e a v e a c i rc le r o u n d h i m t h r i c e , 8 

A n d c lose you r eyes w i t h holy d r e a d , 
F o r h e o n h o n e y - d e w h a t h fed , 
A n d d r u n k t h e mi lk o f P a r a d i s e . 9 

ca . 1 7 9 7 - 9 8 1 8 1 6 

7. Apparently a reminiscence of Milton's Paradise 
Lost 4.280—82: "where Abassin Kings their issue 
guard / Mount Amara (though this by some sup-
posed / T r u e Paradise) under the Ethiop line." 
8. A magic ritual, to protect the inspired poet from 
intrusion. 

9. Lines 50ff. echo in part the description, in 
Plato's Ion 533-34, of inspired poets, who are "like 
Bacchic maidens who draw milk and honey from 
the rivers when they are under the influence of 
Dionysus but not when they are in their right 
mind." 
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That always finds, and never seeks, 
660 Makes such a vision to the sight 

As fills a father's eyes with light; 
And pleasures flow in so thick and fast 
Upon his heart, that he at last 
Must needs express his love's excess 

665 With words of unmeant bitterness. 
Perhaps 'tis pretty to force together 
Thoughts so all unlike each other; 
To mutter and mock a broken charm, 
To dally with wrong that does no harm. 

670 Perhaps 'tis tender too and pretty 
At each wild word to feel within 
A sweet recoil of love and pity. 
And what, if in a world of sin 
(O sorrow and shame should this be true!) 

675 Such giddiness of heart and brain 
Comes seldom save from rage and pain, 
So talks as it's most used to do. 

1798 -1800 1816 

Frost at Midnight1 

The frost performs its secret ministry, 
Unhelped by any wind. The owlet's cry 
Came loud—and hark, again! loud as before. 
The inmates of my cottage, all at rest, 

5 Have left me to that solitude, which suits 
Abstruser musings: save that at my side 
My cradled infant slumbers peacefully. 
'Tis calm indeed! so calm, that it disturbs 
And vexes meditation with its strange 

io And extreme silentness. Sea, hill, and wood, 
This populous village! Sea, and hill, and wood, 
With all the numberless goings on of life, 
Inaudible as dreams! the thin blue flame 
Lies on my low burnt fire, and quivers not; 

15 Only that film,2 which fluttered on the grate, 
Still flutters there, the sole unquiet thing. 
Methinks, its motion in this hush of nature 
Gives it dim sympathies with me who live, 
Making it a companionable form, 

20 Whose puny flaps and freaks the idling Spirit 
By its own moods interprets, every where 

1. The scene is Coleridge's cottage at Nether 
Stowey; the infant in line 7 is his son Hartley, then 
aged seventeen months . 
2. In all parts of the kingdom these films are called 
strangers and supposed to portend the arrival of 
some absent fr iend [Coleridge's note] . The "film" 
is a piece of soot f lut tering on the bar of the grate. 
Cf. Cowper 's The Task 4 . 2 9 2 - 9 5 , in which the 
poet describes how, dreaming before the parlor 

f ire, he watches "The sooty fi lms that play upon 
the bars, / Pendulous and foreboding, in the view 
/ Of supersti t ion prophesying still, / Though still 
deceived, some stranger's near approach." Several 
edit ions of Cowper 's poems were advertised on the 
verso of the last page of Coleridge's text in the 1798 
volume in which "Frost at Midnight" was first pub-
lished. 
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Echo or mirror seeking of itself, 
And makes a toy of Thought . 

But O! how oft, 
How oft, at school, with most believing mind, 

25 Presageful, have I gazed upon the bars, 
To watch that f luttering stranger! and as oft 
Wi th unclosed lids, already had I dreamt 
Of my sweet bir th-place, 3 and the old church-tower, 
Whose bells, the poor man's only music, rang 

30 From morn to evening, all the hot Fair-day, 
So sweetly, that they stirred and haun ted me 
With a wild pleasure, falling on mine ear 
Most like articulate sounds of things to come! 
So gazed I, till the soothing things I dreamt 

35 Lulled me to sleep, and sleep prolonged my dreams! 
And so I brooded all the following morn, 
Awed by the stern preceptor ' s 4 face, mine eye 
Fixed with mock study on my swimming book: 
Save if the door half opened, and I snatched 

40 A hasty glance, and still my heart leaped up, 
For still I hoped to see the stranger's face, 
Townsman, or aunt , or sister more beloved, 
My play-mate when we both were clothed alike! 5 

Dear Babe, that sleepest cradled by my side, 
45 Whose gentle breathings, heard in this deep calm, 

Fill up the interspersed vacancies 
And momentary pauses of the thought! 
My babe so beautiful! it thrills my hear t 
Wi th tender gladness, thus to look at thee, 

50 And think that thou shalt learn far other lore 
And in far other scenes! For I was reared 
In the great city, pen t 'mid cloisters dim, 
And saw nought lovely bu t the sky and stars. 
But thou, my babe! shalt wander like a breeze 

55 By lakes and sandy shores, beneath the crags 
Of ancient mounta in , and benea th the clouds, 
Which image in their bulk both lakes and shores 
And mounta in crags: so shalt thou see and hear 
The lovely shapes and sounds intelligible 

60 Of that eternal language, which thy God 
Utters, who from eternity doth teach 
Himself in all, and all things in himself. 
Great universal Teacher! he shall mould 
Thy spirit, and by giving make it ask. 

65 Therefore all seasons shall be sweet to thee, 
Whe the r the summer clothe the general ear th 
With greenness, or the redbreast sit and sing 

3. Coleridge was born at Ottery St. Mary, Devon-
shire, but went to school in London, beginning at 
the age of nine. 
4. The Reverend James Boyer at Coleridge's 

school, Christ 's Hospital. 
5. I.e., when both Coleridge and his sister Ann still 
wore infant clothes, before he was deemed old 
enough to be breeched. 
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Betwixt the tuf ts of snow on the bare b ranch 
Of mossy apple-tree, while the nigh t ha t ch 

70 Smokes in the sun- thaw; whe the r the eave-drops fall 
Hea rd only in the t rances of the blast, 
Or if t he secret ministry of frost 
Shall hang t hem up in silent icicles, 
Quiet ly shining to the quiet Moon . 

Feb." 1798 1798 

Dejection: An Ode1 

Late, late yestreen I saw the new Moon, 
With the old Moon in her arms; 
And I fear, I fear, my Master dear! 
We shall have a deadly storm. 

Ballad of Sir Patrick S-pence 
1 

Well! If the Bard was weather-wise , who made 
T h e grand old ballad of Sir Patr ick Spence, 
This night, so t ranqui l now, will not go hence 

Unroused by winds, tha t ply a busier t rade 
5 T h a n those which mould yon cloud in lazy flakes, 

Or the dull sobbing draf t , tha t moans and rakes 
Upon the strings of this Eolian lu te , 2 

W h i c h bet ter far were mute . 
For lo! the New-moon winter-bright! 

10 And overspread with p h a n t o m light, 
(With swimming p h a n t o m light o 'erspread 
But r immed and circled by a silver thread) 

I see the old M o o n in he r lap, foretell ing 
T h e coming on of rain and squally blast, 

is And oh! that even now the gust were swelling, 
And the slant n ight -shower driving loud and fast! 

Those sounds which of t have raised me, whilst they awed, 
And sent my soul abroad, 

Might now perhaps their w o n t e d 0 impulse give, customary 
20 Might startle this dull pain, and make it move and live! 

2 
A grief wi thout a pang, void, dark, and drear, 

A stifled, drowsy, un impass ioned grief, 

1. This poem originated in a verse letter of 340 
lines, called "A Letter to ," that Coleridge 
wrote on the night of April 4, 1802, af ter hear ing 
the opening stanzas of "Ode: Int imat ions of 
Immortality," which Wordsworth had jus t com-
posed. T h e "Letter" was addressed to Sara H u t c h -
inson (whom Coleridge sometimes called "Asra"), 
the sister of Wordsworth 's fiancee, Mary. It picked 
up the theme of a loss in the quality of perceptual 
experience that Wordsworth had presented at the 
beginning of his "Ode." In his original poem Cole-
ridge lamented at length his unhappy marriage and 

the hopelessness of his love for Sara Hutch inson . 
In the next six mon ths Coleridge deleted more than 
half the original lines, revised and reordered the 
remaining passages, and so t ransformed a long 
verse confession into the compact and dignified 
"Dejection: An Ode." He published the "Ode," in 
substantially its present form, on October 4, 1802, 
Wordsworth 's wedding day—and also the seventh 
anniversary of Coleridge's own disastrous marriage 
to Sara Fricker. 
2. A stringed ins t rument played upon by the wind 
(see "The Eolian Harp," n. 1, p. 426) . 
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70 Smokes in the sun- thaw; whe the r the eave-drops fall 
Hea rd only in the t rances of the blast, 
Or if t he secret ministry of frost 
Shall hang t hem up in silent icicles, 
Quiet ly shining to the quiet Moon . 

Feb." 1798 1798 

Dejection: An Ode1 

Late, late yestreen I saw the new Moon, 
With the old Moon in her arms; 
And I fear, I fear, my Master dear! 
We shall have a deadly storm. 

Ballad of Sir Patrick S-pence 
1 

Well! If the Bard was weather-wise , who made 
T h e grand old ballad of Sir Patr ick Spence, 
This night, so t ranqui l now, will not go hence 

Unroused by winds, tha t ply a busier t rade 
5 T h a n those which mould yon cloud in lazy flakes, 

Or the dull sobbing draf t , tha t moans and rakes 
Upon the strings of this Eolian lu te , 2 

W h i c h bet ter far were mute . 
For lo! the New-moon winter-bright! 

10 And overspread with p h a n t o m light, 
(With swimming p h a n t o m light o 'erspread 
But r immed and circled by a silver thread) 

I see the old M o o n in he r lap, foretell ing 
T h e coming on of rain and squally blast, 

is And oh! that even now the gust were swelling, 
And the slant n ight -shower driving loud and fast! 

Those sounds which of t have raised me, whilst they awed, 
And sent my soul abroad, 

Might now perhaps their w o n t e d 0 impulse give, customary 
20 Might startle this dull pain, and make it move and live! 

2 
A grief wi thout a pang, void, dark, and drear, 

A stifled, drowsy, un impass ioned grief, 

1. This poem originated in a verse letter of 340 
lines, called "A Letter to ," that Coleridge 
wrote on the night of April 4, 1802, af ter hear ing 
the opening stanzas of "Ode: Int imat ions of 
Immortality," which Wordsworth had jus t com-
posed. T h e "Letter" was addressed to Sara H u t c h -
inson (whom Coleridge sometimes called "Asra"), 
the sister of Wordsworth 's fiancee, Mary. It picked 
up the theme of a loss in the quality of perceptual 
experience that Wordsworth had presented at the 
beginning of his "Ode." In his original poem Cole-
ridge lamented at length his unhappy marriage and 

the hopelessness of his love for Sara Hutch inson . 
In the next six mon ths Coleridge deleted more than 
half the original lines, revised and reordered the 
remaining passages, and so t ransformed a long 
verse confession into the compact and dignified 
"Dejection: An Ode." He published the "Ode," in 
substantially its present form, on October 4, 1802, 
Wordsworth 's wedding day—and also the seventh 
anniversary of Coleridge's own disastrous marriage 
to Sara Fricker. 
2. A stringed ins t rument played upon by the wind 
(see "The Eolian Harp," n. 1, p. 426) . 
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Which finds no natural outlet, no relief, 
In word, or sigh, or tear— 

25 O Lady!3 in this wan and heartless mood, 
To other thoughts by yonder throstle woo'd, 

All this long eve, so balmy and serene, 
Have I been gazing on the western sky, 

And its peculiar tint of yellow green: 
30 And still I gaze—and with how blank an eye! 

And those thin clouds above, in flakes and bars, 
That give away their motion to the stars; 
Those stars, that glide behind them or between, 
Now sparkling, now bedimmed, but always seen: 

35 Yon crescent Moon as fixed as if it grew 
In its own cloudless, starless lake of blue; 
I see them all so excellently fair, 
I see, not feel, how beautiful they are! 

3 
My genial" spirits fail; creative 

40 And what can these avail 
To lift the smothering weight from off my breast? 

It were a vain endeavour, 
Though I should gaze for ever 

On that green light that lingers in the west: 
45 I may not hope from outward forms to win 

The passion and the life, whose fountains are within. 

4 
O Lady! we receive but what we give, 
And in our life alone does nature live: 
Ours is her wedding-garment, ours her shroud!4 

50 And would we aught° behold, of higher worth, anything 
Than that inanimate cold world allowed 
To the poor loveless ever-anxious crowd, 

Ah! from the soul itself must issue forth, 
A light, a glory,5 a fair luminous cloud 

55 • Enveloping the Earth— 
And from the soul itself must there be sent 

A sweet and potent voice, of its own birth, 
Of all sweet sounds the life and element! 

5 
O pure of heart! thou need'st not ask of me 

60 What this strong music in the soul may be! 
What, and wherein it doth exist, 
This light, this glory, this fair luminous mist, 
This beautiful and beauty-making power. 

Joy, virtuous Lady! Joy that ne'er was given, 

3. In t h e or ig inal vers ion "Sara"—i .e . , Sa ra 
H u t c h i n s o n . Af t e r i n t e r v e n i n g vers ions , i n w h i c h 
t h e p o e m was a d d r e s s e d f i r s t t o "Wil l iam" ( W o r d s -
w o r t h ) a n d t h e n t o " E d m u n d , " Co le r idge in t ro -
d u c e d t h e n o n c o m m i t t a l "Lady" in 1817 . 
4 . I .e. , n a t u r e ' s w e d d i n g g a r m e n t a n d s h r o u d a re 
o u r s to give to he r . 

5. A "glory" is a ha lo . Co le r idge o f t e n uses t h e 
t e r m to iden t i fy i n pa r t i cu l a r t h e p h e n o m e n o n t h a t 
o c c u r s in t h e m o u n t a i n s w h e n a wa lke r sees h i s o r 
h e r own f igure p r o j e c t e d by t h e s u n in t h e mis t , 
en la rged a n d wi th l ight enc i r c l i ng its h e a d . Cf . 
W o r d s w o r t h ' s Prelude 8 . 2 6 8 - 7 0 (p. 368 ) . 
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Save to the pure, and in their purest hour, 
Life, and Life's effluence, cloud at once and shower, 
Joy, Lady! is the spirit and the power, 
Which wedding Nature to us gives in dower, 

A new Earth and new Heaven, 6 

Undreamt of by the sensual and the proud— 
Joy is the sweet voice, Joy the luminous cloud— 

We in ourselves rejoice! 
And thence flows all that charms or ear or sight, 

All melodies the echoes of that voice, 
All colours a suffusion from that light. 

6 
There was a time when, though my path was rough, 

This joy within me dallied with distress, 
And all misfortunes were but as the stuff 

Whence Fancy made me dreams of happiness: 
For hope grew round me, like the twining vine, 
And fruits, and foliage, not my own, seemed mine. 
But now afflictions bow me down to earth: 
Nor care I that they rob me of my mirth, 

But oh! each visitation" i.e., of affliction 
Suspends what nature gave me at my birth, 

My shaping spirit of Imagination. 
For not to think of what I needs must feel, 

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

From my own nature all the natural man— 
This was my sole resource, my only plan: 

Till that which suits a part infects the whole, 
And now is almost grown the habit of my soul. 

7 
Hence, viper thoughts, that coil around my mind, 

Reality's dark dream! 
I turn from you, and listen to the wind, 

Which long has raved unnoticed. What a scream 
Of agony by torture lengthened out 
That lute sent forth! Thou Wind, that ravest without, 

Bare crag, or mountain-tairn, 7 or blasted tree, 
Or pine-grove whither woodman never clomb,° climbed 
Or lonely house, long held the witches' home, 

Methinks were fitter instruments for thee, 
Mad Lutanist! who in this month of showers, 
Of dark brown gardens, and of peeping flowers, 
Mak'st Devils' yule, 8 with worse than wintry song, 
The blossoms, buds, and timorous leaves among. 

Thou Actor, perfect in all tragic sounds! 
Thou mighty Poet, e'en to frenzy bold! 

4 6 8 / S A M U E L T A Y L O R C O L E R I D G E 
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6. The sense becomes clearer if line 68 is punc -
tuated in the way that Coleridge punc tua ted it 
when quot ing the passage in one of his essays: 
"Which, wedding Nature to us, gives in dower." 
I.e., Joy marries us to Na tu re and gives us, for our 

dowry, "a new Ear th and a new Heaven," a phrase 
echoing Revelation 21.1. 
7. Tarn , or mounta in pool. 
8. Chr is tmas as, in a perverted form, it is cele-
brated by devils. 
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110 What tell'st thou now about? 
'Tis of the rushing of a host in rout, 

With groans of trampled men, with smarting wounds—• 
At once they groan with pain, and shudder with the cold! 
But hush! there is a pause of deepest silence! 

lis And all that noise, as of a rushing crowd, 
With groans, and tremulous shudderings—all is over— 

It tells another tale, with sounds less deep and loud! 
A tale of less affright, 
And tempered with delight, 

120 As Otway's9 self had framed the tender lay, 
'Tis of a little child 
Upon a lonesome wild, 

Not far from home, but she hath lost her way: 
And now moans low in bitter grief and fear, 

125 And now screams loud, and hopes to make her mother hear. 

8 
'Tis midnight, but small thoughts have I of sleep: 
Full seldom may my friend such vigils keep! 
Visit her, gentle Sleep! with wings of healing, 

And may this storm be but a mountain-birth,1 

130 May all the stars hang bright above her dwelling, 
Silent as though they watched the sleeping Earth! 

With light heart may she rise, 
Gay fancy, cheerful eyes, 

Joy lift her spirit, joy attune her voice; 
135 To her may all things live, from pole to pole, 

Their life the eddying of her living soul! 
O simple spirit, guided from above, 

Dear Lady! friend devoutest of my choice. 
Thus mayest thou ever, evermore rejoice. 

Apr. 4, 1802 1802 

The Pains of Sleep1 

Ere on my bed my limbs I lay, 
It hath not been my use to pray 
With moving lips or bended knees; 
But silently, by slow degrees, 

9. Thomas Otway (1652—1685), a dramatist noted 
for the pathos of his tragic passages. The poet orig-
inally named was "William," and the allusion was 
probably to Wordsworth 's "Lucy Gray." 
1. Probably, "May this be a typical mounta in 
storm, short though violent," al though Coleridge 
might have intended an allusion to Horace's phrase 
"the mounta in labored and brought for th a 
mouse." 
1. Coleridge included a draf t of this poem in a let-
ter to Robert Southey, September 11, 1803, in 
which he wrote that "my spirits are dreadful , owing 

entirely to the Horrors of every night—I truly dread 
to sleep. It is no shadow with me, but substantial 
Misery foot-thick, that makes me sit by my bedside 
of a morning, 8c cry—. I have a b a n d o n e d all opia tes 
except E ther be one; & that only in fits. . . . " T h e 
last sen tence indicates what Coleridge did not 
know—that his guilty nightmares were probably 
withdrawal symptoms f rom opium. The dreams he 
describes are very similar to those that De Quincey 
represents as "The Pains of Op ium" in his Confes-
sions of an English Opium-Eater. 
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(by which last I mean neither rhythm nor metre) this genus comprises as its 
species, gaming; swinging or swaying on a chair or gate; spitting over a bridge; 
smoking; snuff-taking; tete-a-tete quarrels after dinner between husband and 
wife; conning word by word all the advertisements of the Daily Advertiser in a 
public house on a rainy day, etc. etc. etc. 

1815 1817 

G E O R G E G O R D O N , L O R D B Y R O N 

1 7 8 8 - 1 8 2 4 

In his History of English Literature, written in the late 1850s, the French critic Hip-
polyte Taine gave only a few condescending pages to Wordsworth, Coleridge, Percy 
Shelley, and Keats and then devoted a long chapter to Lord Byron, "the greatest and 
most English of these artists; he is so great and so English that from him alone we 
shall learn more truths of his country and of his age than from all the rest together." 
This comment reflects the fact that Byron had achieved an immense European rep-
utation during his own lifetime, while admirers of his English contemporaries were 
much more limited in number. Through much of the nineteenth century he contin-
ued to be rated as one of the greatest of English poets and the very prototype of 
literary Bomanticism. His influence was manifested everywhere, among the major 
poets and novelists (Balzac and Stendhal in France, Pushkin and Dostoyevsky in 
Russia, and Melville in America), painters (especially Delacroix), and composers 
(including Beethoven and Berlioz). 

Yet even as poets, painters, and composers across Europe and the Americas struck 
Byronic attitudes, Byron's place within the canon of English Bomantic poetry was 
becoming insecure. The same Victorian critics who first described the Bomantic 
period as a literary period warned readers against the immorality of Byron's poetry, 
finding in his voluptuous imagination and aristocratic disdain for the commonplace 
an affront to their own middle-class values: "Close thy Byron; open thy Goethe," 
Thomas Carlyle urged in Sartor Resartus (1834), meaning to redirect the nation 
toward healthier reading matter. After getting a glimpse of the scandalous stuff 
recorded in Byron's journals, Felicia Hemans ceased to wear the brooch in which she 
had preserved a lock of the poet's hair: she could venerate him no longer. Indeed, 
Byron would have had qualms about being considered a representative figure of a 
period that also included Wordsworth (memorialized in Byron's Don Juan as "Wordy") 
or Keats (a shabby Cockney brat, Byron claimed) or scribbling women such as 
Hemans. These reservations were reciprocated. Of Byron's best-known male contem-
poraries, only Shelley thought highly of either the man or his work (although there 
are signs that, among the naysayers, the negative reactions were tinged with some 
resentment at Byron's success in developing a style that spoke to a popular audience). 
Byron in fact insisted that, measured against the poetic practice of Alexander Pope, 
he and his contemporaries were "all in the wrong, one as much as another. . . . We 
are upon a wrong revolutionary poetical system, or systems, not worth a damn in 
itself." Pope's Horatian satires, along with Laurence Sterne's novel Tristram Shandy, 
exerted a significant influence on the style that Byron developed for his epic survey 
of modern folly, Don Juan. 

Still, even as he had recourse to old-fashioned eighteenth-century models, Byron 
cultivated a skepticism about established systems of belief that, in its restlessness and 
defiance, expressed the intellectual and social ferment of his era. And through much 
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of his best poetry, he shared his contemporaries' fascination with the internal dramas 
of the individual mind (although Byron explored personality in an improvisatory and 
mercurial manner that could not have been more different from Wordsworth's auto-
biographical accounts of his psychological development). Readers marveled over the 
intensity of the feelings his verse communicated—"its force, fire, and thought," said 
the novelist Lady Sydney Morgan—and the vividness of the sense of self they found 
in it. Byron's chief claim to be considered an arch-Bomantic is that he provided the 
age with what Taine called its "ruling personage; that is, the model that contempo-
raries invest with their admiration and sympathy." This personage is the "Byronic 
hero." He is first sketched in the opening canto of Childe Harold, then recurs in 
various guises in the verse romances and dramas that followed. In his developed form, 
as we find it in Manfred, he is an alien, mysterious, and gloomy spirit, superior in his 
passions and powers to the common run of humanity, whom he regards with disdain. 
He harbors the torturing memory of an enormous, nameless guilt that drives him 
toward an inevitable doom. And he exerts an attraction on other characters that is 
the more compelling because it involves their terror at his obliviousness to ordinary 
human concerns and values. This figure, infusing the archrebel in a nonpolitical form 
with a strong erotic interest, was imitated in life as well as in art and helped shape 
the intellectual and the cultural history of the later nineteenth century. The literary 
descendants of the Byronic hero include Heathcliff in Wuthering Heights, Captain 
Ahab in Mohy-Dick, and the hero of Pushkin's great poem Eugene Onegin. Byron 
also lived on in the guise of the Undead, thanks to the success of a novella by his 
former friend and traveling companion John Polidori, whose "The Vampyre" (1819) 
mischievously made Byron its model for the title character. Earlier Byron had in his 
writings helped introduce the English to the Eastern Mediterranean's legends of 
bloodsucking evil spirits; it was left to Polidori, however, to portray the vampire as a 
habitue of England's most fashionable social circles. The fact that, for all their men-
ace, vampires—from Bela Lugosi's Count Dracula to Anne Rice's L'Estat—remain 
models of well-dressed, aristocratic elegance represents yet another tribute to the 
staying power of Byron's image. 

Byron's contemporaries insisted on identifying the author with his fictional char-
acters, reading his writing as veiled autobiography even when it dealt with supernat-
ural themes. (They also read other people's writing this way: to Polidori's chagrin, 
authorship of "The Vampyre" was attributed to Byron.) Byron's letters and the testi-
mony of his friends show, however, that, except for recurrent moods of deep depres-
sion, his own temperament was in many respects opposite to that of his heroes. While 
he was passionate and willful, he was also a witty conversationalist capable of taking 
an ironic attitude toward his own activities as well as those of others. But although 
Byronism was largely a fiction, produced by a collaboration between Byron's imagi-
nation and that of his public, the fiction was historically more important than the 
actual person. 

Byron was descended from two aristocratic families, both of them colorful, violent, 
and dissolute. His grandfather was an admiral nicknamed "Foulweather Jack"; his 
great-uncle was the fifth Baron Byron, known to his rural neighbors as the "Wicked 
Lord," who was tried by his peers for killing his kinsman William Chaworth in a 
drunken duel; his father, Captain John Byron, was a rake and fortune hunter who 
rapidly spent his way through the fortunes of two wealthy wives. Byron's mother was 
a Scotswoman, Catherine Gordon of Gight, the last descendant of a line of lawless 
Scottish lairds. After her husband died (Byron was then three), she brought up her 
son in near poverty in Aberdeen, where he was indoctrinated with the Calvinistic 
morality of Scottish Presbyterianism. Catherine Byron was an ill-educated and 
extremely irascible woman who nevertheless had an abiding love for her son; they 
fought violently when together, but corresponded affectionately enough when apart, 
until her death in 1811. 

When Byron was ten the death of his great-uncle, preceded by that of more imme-
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diate heirs to the title, made him the sixth Lord Byron. In a fashion suitable to his 
new status, he was sent to Harrow School, then to Trinity College, Cambridge. He 
had a deformed foot, made worse by inept surgical treatment, about which he felt 
acute embarrassment. His lameness made him avid for athletic prowess; he played 
cricket and made himself an expert boxer, fencer, and horseman and a powerful 
swimmer. Both at Cambridge and at his ancestral estate of Newstead, he engaged 
with more than ordinary zeal in the expensive pursuits and fashionable dissipations 
of a young Begency lord. As a result, despite a sizable and increasing income, he got 
into financial difficulties from which he did not entirely extricate himself until late 
in his life. In the course of his schooling, he formed many close and devoted friend-
ships, the most important with John Cam Hobhouse, a sturdy political liberal and 
commonsense moralist who exerted a steadying influence throughout Byron's tur-
bulent life. 

Despite his distractions at the university, Byron found time to try his hand at lyric 
verse, some of which was published in 1807 in a slim and conventional volume titled 
Hours of Idleness. This was treated so harshly by the Edinburgh Review that Byron 
was provoked to write in reply his first important poem, English Bards and Scotch 
Reviewers, a vigorous satire in which he incorporated brilliant ridicule (whose tact-
lessness he later came to regret) of important contemporaries, including Scott, 
Wordsworth, and Coleridge. 

After attaining his M.A. degree and his legal independence from his guardians, 
Byron set out with Hobhouse in 1809 on a tour through Portugal and Spain to Malta, 
and then to little-known Albania, Greece, and Asia Minor. There, in the classic locale 
for Greek love, he encountered a culture that accepted sexual relations between older 
aristocratic men and beautiful boys, and he accumulated materials that, sometimes 
rather slyly, he incorporated into many of his important poems, including his last 
work, Don Juan. The first literary product was Childe Harold; he wrote the opening 
two cantos while on the tour that the poem describes; published them in 1812 soon 
after his return to England; and, in his own oft-quoted phrase, "awoke one morning 
and found myself famous." He became the celebrity of fashionable London, and 
increased his literary success with a series of highly readable Eastern tales; in these 
the Byronic hero, represented against various exotic backdrops as a "Giaour" (an 
"infidel" within Muslim society), or a "Corsair" (a pirate), or in other forms, flaunts 
his misanthropy and undergoes violent and romantic adventures that current gossip 
attributed to the author. In his chronic shortage of money, Byron could well have 
used the huge income from these publications, but instead maintained his status as 
an aristocratic amateur by giving the royalties away. Occupying his inherited seat in 
the House of Lords, he also became briefly active on the liberal side of the Whig party 
and spoke courageously in defense of the Nottingham weavers who had resorted to 
smashing the newly invented textile machines that had thrown them out of work. He 
also supported other liberal measures, including that of Catholic Emancipation. 

Byron was extraordinarily handsome—"so beautiful a countenance," Coleridge 
wrote, "I scarcely ever saw . . . his eyes the open portals of the sun—things of light, 
and for light." Because of a constitutional tendency to obesity, however, he was able 
to maintain his looks only by resorting again and again to a starvation diet of biscuits, 
soda water, and strong purgatives. Often as a result of female initiative rather than 
his own, Byron entered into a sequence of liaisons with ladies of fashion. One of 
these, the flamboyant and eccentric young Lady Caroline Lamb, caused him so much 
distress by her pursuit that Byron turned for relief to marriage with Annabella Mil-
banke, who was in every way Lady Caroline's opposite, for she was unworldly and 
intellectual (with a special passion for mathematics) and naively believed that she 
could reform her husband. This ill-starred marriage produced a daughter (Augusta 
Ada) and many scenes in which Byron, goaded by financial difficulties, behaved so 
frantically that his wife suspected his sanity; after only one year the union ended in 
a legal separation. The final blow came when Lady Byron discovered her husband's 
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incestuous relations with his half-sister, Augusta Leigh. The two had been raised 
apart, so that they were almost strangers when they met as adults. Byron's affection 
for his sister, however guilty, was genuine and endured all through his life. This affair, 
enhanced by rumors about Byron's earlier liaisons with men, proved a delicious mor-
sel even to the jaded palate of a public that was used to eating up stories of aristocratic 
vice. Byron was ostracized by all but a few friends and was finally forced to leave 
England forever on April 25, 1816. 

Byron now resumed the travels incorporated in the third and fourth cantos of 
Childe Harold. At Geneva he lived for several months in close and intellectually 
fruitful relation to Percy and Mary Shelley, who were accompanied by Mary's step-
sister, Claire Clairmont—a misguided seventeen-year-old who had forced herself on 
Byron while he was still in England and who in January 1817 bore him a daughter, 
Allegra. In the fall of 1817, Byron established himself in Venice, where he began a 
year and a half of debauchery that, he estimated, involved liaisons with more than 
two hundred women. This period, however, was also one of great literary creativity. 
Often working through the night, he finished his tragedy Manfred; wrote the fourth 
canto of Childe Harold; and then, feeling more and more trapped by the poetic modes 
that had won him his popularity, tested out an entirely new mode in Beppo: A Venetian 
Story, a comic verse tale about a deceived husband in which he previewed the playful 
narrative manner and the ottava rima stanzas of Don Juan. In December 1818 he 
began the composition of Don Juan. 

Exhausted and bored by promiscuity, Byron in 1819 settled into a placid and rel-
atively faithful relationship with Teresa Guiccioli, the young wife of the elderly Count 
Alessandro Guiccioli; according to the Italian upper-class mores of the times, having 
contracted a marriage of convenience, she could now with some propriety take Byron 
as her lover. Through the countess's nationalistic family, the Gambas, Byron became 
involved with a group of political conspirators seeking to end the Austrian Empire's 
control over northern Italy. When the Gambas were forced by the authorities to move 
to Pisa, Byron followed them there and, for the second time, joined the Shelleys. 
There grew up about them the "Pisan Circle," which in addition to the Gambas 
included their friends Thomas Medwin and Edward and Jane Williams, as well as the 
Greek nationalist leader Prince Mavrocordatos, the picturesque Irish Count Taaffe, 
and the adventurer Edward Trelawny, a great teller of tall tales who seems to have 
stepped out of one of Byron's romances. Leigh Hunt, the journalist and essayist, 
joined them, drawing Byron and Percy Shelley into his plan to make Italy the base 
for a radical political journal, The Liberal. This circle was gradually broken up, how-
ever, first by the Shelleys' anger over Byron's treatment of his daughter Allegra (Byron 
had sent the child to be brought up as a Catholic in an Italian convent, where she 
died of a fever in 1822); then by the expulsion of the Gambas, whom Byron followed 
to Genoa; and finally by the drowning of Percy Shelley and Edward Williams in July 
1822. 

Byron meanwhile had been steadily at work on a series of closet tragedies (including 
Cain, Sardanapalus, and Marino Faliero) and on his devastating satire on the life and 
death of George III, The Vision of Judgment. But increasingly he devoted himself to 
the continuation of Don Juan. He had always been diffident in his self-judgments and 
easily swayed by literary advice. But now, confident that he had at last found his 
metier, he kept on, in spite of persistent objections against the supposed immorality 
of the poem by the English public, by his publisher John Murray, by his friends and 
well-wishers, and by his extremely decorous lover, the Countess Guiccioli—by almost 
everyone, in fact, except the idealist Shelley, who thought Juan incomparably better 
than anything he himself could write and insisted "that every word of it is pregnant 
with immortality." 

Byron finally broke off literature for action when he organized an expedition to 
assist in the Greek war for independence from the Ottoman Empire. He knew too 
well the conditions in Greece, and had too skeptical an estimate of human nature, to 
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entertain hope of success; but, in part because his own writings had helped kindle 
European enthusiasm for the Greek cause, he now felt honor-bound to try what could 
be done. In the dismal, marshy town of Missolonghi, he lived a Spartan existence, 
training troops whom he had subsidized and exhibiting practical grasp and a power 
of leadership amid a chaos of factionalism, intrigue, and military ineptitude. Worn 
out, he succumbed to a series of feverish attacks and died just after he had reached 
his thirty-sixth birthday. To this day Byron is revered by the Greek people as a national 
hero. 

Students of Byron still feel, as his friends had felt, the magnetism of his volatile 
temperament. As Mary Shelley wrote six years after his death, when she read Tho-
mas Moore's edition of his Letters and Journals: "The Lord Byron I find there is our 
Lord Byron—the fascinating—faulty—childish—philosophical being—daring the 
world—docile to a private circle—impetuous and indolent—gloomy and yet more 
gay than any other." Of his contradictions Byron was well aware; he told his friend 
Lady Blessington: "I am so changeable, being everything by turns and nothing long— 
I am such a strange melange of good and evil, that it would be difficult to describe 
me." Yet-he remained faithful to his code: a determination to tell the truth as he saw 
it about the world and about himself (his refusal to suppress or conceal any of his 
moods is in part what made him seem so contradictory) and a dedication to the free-
dom of nations and individuals. As he went on to say to Lady Blessington: "There are 
but two sentiments to which I am constant—a strong love of liberty, and a detesta-
tion of cant." 

The poetry texts printed here are taken from Jerome J. McGann's edition, Lord 
Byron: The Complete Poetical Works (Oxford, 1980-93) . 

Written after Swimming from Sestos to Abydos1 

May 9, 1810 

i 
If in the month of dark December 

Leander, who was nightly wont 
(What maid will not the tale remember?) 

To cross thy stream, broad Hellespont! 

2 
5 If when the wintry tempest roared 

He sped to Hero, nothing loth, 
And thus of old thy current pour'd, 

Fair Venus! how I pity both! 

3 
For me, degenerate modern wretch, 

IO Though in the genial month of May, 

1. The Hellespont (now called the Dardanelles) is 
the narrow strait between Europe and Asia. In the 
ancient story, retold in Christopher Marlowe's 
Hero and Leander, young Leander of Abydos, on 
the Asian side, swam nightly to visit Hero, a priest-
ess of the goddess Venus at Sestos, until he was 
drowned when he made the attempt in a storm. 
Byron and a young Lieutenant Ekenhead swam the 
Hellespont in the reverse direction on May 3, 

1810. Ryron alternated between complacency and 
humor in his many references to the event. In a 
note to the poem, he mentions that the distance 
was "upwards of four English miles, though the 
actual breadth is barely one. The rapidity of the 
current is such that no boat can row directly 
across. . . . The water was extremely cold, from the 
melting of the mountain snows." 
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L E T T E R S ' 

To Thomas Moore1 

[CHILDE HAROLD. A V E N E T I A N A D V E N T U R E ] 

Venice, January 28th, 1817 
Your letter of the 8th is before me. The remedy for your plethora is simple— 

abstinence. I was obliged to have recourse to the like some years ago, I mean 
in point of diet, and, with the exception of some convivial weeks and days, (it 
might be months, now and then), have kept to Pythagoras 2 ever since. For all 
this, let me hear that you are better. You must not indulge in "filthy beer," nor 
in porter, nor eat suppers—the last are the devil to those who swallow dinner. 

I am truly sorry to hear of your father's misfortune 4 —cruel at any time, but 
doubly cruel in advanced life. However, you will, at least, have the satisfaction 
of doing your part by him, and, depend upon it, it will not be in vain. Fortune, 
to be sure, is a female, but not such a b * * as the rest (always excepting your 
wife and my sister from such sweeping terms); for she generally has some 
justice in the long run. I have no spite against her, though between her and 
Nemesis I have had some sore gauntlets to run—but then I have done my best 
to deserve no better. But to you, she is a good deal in arrear, and she will come 
round—mind if she don't: you have the vigour of life, of independence, of 
talent, spirit, and character all with you. What you can do for yourself, you 
have done and will do; and surely there are some others in the world who 
would not be sorry to be of use, if you would allow them to be useful, or at 
least attempt it. 

I think of being in England in the spring. If there is a row, by the sceptre 
of King Ludd, 5 but I'll be one; and if there is none, and only a continuance of 
"this meek, piping time of peace," 6 I will take a cottage a hundred yards to the 
south of your abode, and become your neighbour; and we will compose such 
canticles, and hold such dialogues, as shall be the terror of the Times (includ-
ing the newspaper of that name), and the wonder, and honour, and praise, of 
the Morning Chronicle and posterity. 

I rejoice to hear of your forthcoming in February 7—though I tremble for 
the "magnificence," which you attribute to the new Childe Harold. 8 I am glad 
you like it; it is a fine indistinct piece of poetical desolation, and my favourite. 
I was half mad during the time of its composition, between metaphysics, 
mountains, lakes, love unextinguishable, thoughts unutterable, and the night-
1. Three thousand of Byron's letters have sur-
vived—a remarkable n u m b e r for so short a life. In 
general they are our best single biographical source 
for the poet, providing runn ing commenta ry on his 
day-to-day concerns and activities and giving us 
the clearest possible p ic ture of his complex per-
sonality, a p ic ture relatively (but not entirely) f ree 
of the posturings that pervade both the romant ic 
poems and the satires. The texts of our small sam-
ple here are f rom Leslie A. Marchand ' s twelve-
volume edit ion, Byro?i's Letters and Journals 
( 1 9 7 3 - 8 2 ) . 
1. Irish poet and a good f r iend of Byron since they 
me t in 1811. Moore 's Life of Byron in 1830 is the 

sole source for many of Byron's letters, including 
this one . 
2. I.e., have ea ten no flesh (the disciples of 
the Greek phi losopher-mathemat ic ian Pythagoras 
were strict vegetarians). 
3. These asterisks (as well as those in the next par-
agraph and nea r the end of the letter) are Moore's, 
represent ing omissions in his pr inted text. 
4. Moore 's f a the r had been dismissed f rom his 
post as bar rack master at Dublin. 
5. A mythical king of Britain. 
6. Shakespeare 's Richard III 1.1.24. 
7. Moore 's Oriental romance Lalla Rookh. 
8. C a n t o 3 of Childe Harold's Pilgrimage (1816) . 
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mare of my own delinquencies. I should, many a good day, have blown my 
brains out, but for the recollection that it would have given pleasure to my 
mother-in-law; and, even then, if I could have been certain to haunt her—but 
I won't dwell upon these trifling family matters. 

Venice is in the estro of her carnival, and I have been up these last two 
nights at the ridotto 9 and the opera, and all that kind of thing. Now for an 
adventure. A few days ago a gondolier brought me a billet without a subscrip-
tion, intimating a wish on the part of the writer to meet me either in gondola 
or at the island of San Lazaro, or at a third rendezvous, indicated in the note. 
"I know the country's disposition well"—in Venice "they do let Heaven see 
those tricks they dare not show," &c. &c.;' so, for all response, I said that 
neither of the three places suited me; but that I would either be at home at 
ten at night alone, or at the ridotto at midnight, where the writer might meet 
me masked. At ten o'clock I was at home and alone (Marianna was gone with 
her husband to a conversazione 2), when the door of my apartment opened, 
and in walked a well-looking and (for an Italian) bionda3 girl of about nineteen, 
who informed me that she was married to the brother of my amorosa, and 
wished to have some conversation with me. I made a decent reply, and we had 
some talk in Italian and Romaic (her mother being a Greek of Corfu), when 
lo! in a very few minutes, in marches, to my very great astonishment, Marianna 
S[egati], in propria persona, and after making polite courtesy to her sister-in-
law and to me, without a single word seizes her said sister-in-law by the hair, 
and bestows upon her some sixteen slaps, which would have made your ear 
ache only to hear their echo. I need not describe the screaming which ensued. 
The luckless visitor took flight. I seized Marianna, who, after several vain 
efforts to get away in pursuit of the enemy, fairly went into fits in my arms; 
and, in spite of reasoning, eau de Cologne, vinegar, half a pint of water, and 
God knows what other waters beside, continued so till past midnight. 

After damning my servants for letting people in without apprizing me, I 
found that Marianna in the morning had seen her sister-in-law's gondolier on 
the stairs, and, suspecting that his apparition boded her no good, had either 
returned of her own accord, or been followed by her maids or some other spy 
of her people to the conversazione, from whence she returned to perpetrate 
this piece of pugilism. I had seen fits before, and also some small scenery of 
the same genus in and out of our island: but this was not all. After about an 
hour, in comes—who? why, Signor S[egati], her lord and husband, and finds 
me with his wife fainting upon the sofa, and all the apparatus of confusion, 
dishevelled hair, hats, handkerchiefs, salts, smelling-bottles—and the lady as 
pale as ashes without sense or motion. His first question was, "What is all 
this?" The lady could not reply—so I did. I told him the explanation was the 
easiest thing in the world; but in the mean time it would be as well to recover 
his wife—at least, her senses. This came about in due time of suspiration and 
respiration. 

You need not be alarmed—jealousy is not the order of the day in Venice, 
and daggers are out of fashion; while duels, on love matters, are unknown— 
at least, with the husbands. But, for all this, it was an awkward affair; and 
though he must have known that I made love to Marianna, yet I believe he 

9. An Italian social gathering. "Estro": fire, fervor. 
1. Shakespeare 's Othello 3 . 3 . 2 0 6 - 0 7 . The passage 
cont inues: "dare not show their husbands . " 

2. An evening party. Mar ianna Segati, wife of a 
Venet ian draper , was Byron's cur rent amorosa. 
3. Blonde (Italian). 
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was not, till that evening, aware of the extent to which it had gone. It is very 
well known that almost all the married women have a lover; but it is usual to 
keep up the forms, as in other nations. I did not, therefore, know what the 
devil to say. I could not out with the truth, out of regard to her, and I did not 
choose to lie for my sake;—besides, the thing told itself. I thought the best 
way would be to let her explain it as she chose (a woman being never at a 
loss—the devil always sticks by them)—only determining to protect and carry 
her off, in case of any ferocity on the part of the Signor. I saw that he was 
quite calm. She went to bed, and next day—how they settled it, I know not, 
but settle it they did. Well—then I had to explain to Marianna about this never 
to be sufficiently confounded sister-in-law; which I did by swearing innocence, 
eternal constancy, &c. &c. * * * But the sister-in-law, very much discomposed 
with being treated in such wise, has (not having her own shame before her 
eyes) told the affair to half Venice, and the servants (who were summoned by 
the fight and the fainting) to the other half. But, here, nobody minds such 
trifles, except to be amused by them. I don't know whether you will be so, but 
I have scrawled a long letter out of these follies. 

Believe me ever. &c. 

To Douglas Kinnaird1 

[ D O N JUAN: " I S I T N O T L I F E ? " ] 

Venice. Octr. 26th. [1819] 

My dear Douglas—My late expenditure has arisen from living at a distance 
from Venice and being obliged to keep up two establishments, from frequent 
journeys—and buying some furniture and books as well as a horse or two— 
and not from any renewal of the E P I C U R E A N system2 as you suspect. I have 
been faithful to my honest liaison with Countess Guiccioli3—and I can assure 
you that She has never cost me directly or indirectly a sixpence—indeed the 
circumstances of herself and family render this no merit.—I never offered her 
but one present—a broach of brilliants—and she sent it back to me with her 
own hair in it (I shall not say of what part but that is an Italian custom) and a 
note to say that she was not in the habit of receiving presents of that value— 
but hoped that I would not consider her sending it back as an affront—nor 
the value diminished by the enclosure.—I have not had a whore this half-
year—confining myself to the strictest adultery. Why should you prevent 
Hanson from making a peer4 if he likes it—I think the "Garretting" would be 
by far the best parliamentary privilege—I know of. Damn your delicacy.— 
It is a low commercial quality—and very unworthy a man who prefixes "hon-
ourable" to his nomenclature. If you say that I must sign the bonds—I suppose 
that I must—but it is very iniquitous to make me pay my debts—you have no 
idea of the pain it gives one.—Pray do three things—get my property out of 

1. Kinnaird, a f r iend f rom Cambr idge days, was 
Byron's banker and literary agent in London. 
2. I.e., money spent on pleasures of the senses. 
3. Byron ment ions having fallen in love with 
Teresa Guiccioli ("a Romagnuola Coun te s s f rom 
Ravenna—who is n ine teen years old & has a 
C o u n t of fifty") in a let ter of April 6, 1819. The i r 

relat ionship lasted until Byron set sail for Greece 
in the s u m m e r of 1823. 
4. I.e., being made a peer (of the realm). John 
H a n s o n , Byron's solicitor and agent before Kin-
naird took over his principal business affairs, never 
realized this ambit ion. 
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the funds—get Rochdale5 sold—get me some information from Perry about 
South America6—and 4thly. ask Lady Noel not to live so very long. As to 
Subscribing to Manchester—if I do that—I will write a letter to Burdett7— 
for publication—to accompany the Subscription—which shall be more radical 
than anything yet rooted—but I feel lazy.—I have thought of this for some 
time—but alas! the air of this cursed Italy enervates—and disfranchises the 
thoughts of a man after nearly four years of respiration—to say nothing of 
emission.—As to "Don Juan"—confess—confess—you dog—and be candid— 
that it is the sublime of that there sort of writing—it may be bawdy—but is it 
not good English?—it may be profligate—but is it not life, is it not the thing?— 
Could any man have written it—who has not lived in the world?—and tooled 
in a post-chaise? in a hackney coach? in a Gondola? against a wall? in a court 
carriage? in a vis a vis?8—on a table?—and under it?—I have written about a 
hundred stanzas of a third Canto—but it is damned modest—the outcry has 
frightened me.—I had such projects for the Don—but the Cant is so much 
stronger than Cunt—now a days,—that the benefit of experience in a man 
who had well weighed the worth of both monosyllables—must be lost to 
despairing posterity.—After all what stuff this outcry is—Lalla Rookh and 
Little—are more dangerous than my burlesque poem can be—Moore has been 
here—we got tipsy together—and were very amicable—he is gone on to 
Rome—I put my life (in M.S.) into his hands9—(not for publication) you—or 
any body else may see it—at his return.—It only comes up to 1816. He is 
a noble fellow—and looks quite fresh and poetical—nine years (the age of a 
poem's education) my Senior—he looks younger—this comes of marriage and 
being settled in the Country. I want to go to South America—I have written 
to Hobhouse all about it.—I wrote to my wife—three months ago—under care 
to Murray—has she got the letter—or is the letter got into Rlackwood's mag-
azine? You ask after my Christmas pye—Remit it any how—Circulars' is 
the best—you are right about income—I must have it all—how the devil do I 
know that I may live a year or a month?—I wish I knew that I might regulate 
my spending in more ways than one.—As it is one always thinks that there is 
but a span.—A man may as well break or be damned for a large sum as a small 
one—I should be loth to pay the devil or any other creditor more than sixpence 
in the pound.— 

[scrawl for signature] 
P.S.—I recollect nothing of "Davies's landlord"—but what ever Davies 

says—I will swear to—and that's more than he would.—So pray pay—has he 
a landlady too?—perhaps I may owe her something. With regard to the 
bonds I will sign them but—it goes against the grain. As to the rest—you 
can't err—so long as you don't pay. Paying is executor's or executioner's 
work. You may write somewhat oftener—Mr. Galignani's messenger2 gives 
the outline of your public affairs—but I see no results—you have no man 
yet—(always excepting Burdett—& you & H[obhouse] and the Gentlemanly 
leaven of your two-penny loaf of rebellion) don't forget however my charge of 

5. An estate that Byron had inheri ted in Lanca-
shire. 
6. Byron was considering the possibility of emi-
grat ing to South America, specifically to Vene-
zuela. 
7. Sir Francis Burdet t , me mbe r of Par l iament for 
Wes tmins te r , a re former and leader of opposit ion 
to the Tories. 
8. A light carriage for two persons sitting face to 

face . 
9. Byron's f amous memoirs , which were later sold 
to John Murray and burned in the publisher 's 
office. 
1. Letters of credit tha t could be exchanged for 
cash . 
2. Galignani's Messenger, an English newspaper 
published in Paris. 
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horse—and commission for the Midland Counties and by the holies!—You 
shall have your account in decimals.—Love to Hobby—but why leave the 
Whigs? 

To Percy Bysshe Shelley 

[KEATS AND SHELLEY] 

Ravenna, April 26th, 1821 

The child continues doing well, and the accounts are regular and favourable. 
It is gratifying to me that you and Mrs. Shelley do not disapprove of the step 
which I have taken, which is merely temporary.' 

I am very sorry to hear what you say of Keats2—is it actually true? I did not 
think criticism had been so killing. Though I differ from you essentially in your 
estimate of his performances, I so much abhor all unnecessary pain, that I 
would rather he had been seated on the highest peak of Parnassus than have 
perished in such a manner. Poor fellow! though with such inordinate self-love 
he would probably have not been very happy. I read the review of "Endymion" 
in the Quarterly. It was severe,—but surely not so severe as many reviews in 
that and other journals upon others. 

I recollect the effect on me of the Edinburgh on my first poem;3 it was rage, 
and resistance, and redress—but not despondency nor despair. I grant that 
those are not amiable feelings; but, in this world of bustle and broil, and 
especially in the career of writing, a man should calculate upon his powers of 
resistance before he goes into the arena. 

"Expect not life from pain nor danger free, 
Nor deem the doom of man reversed for thee."4 

You know my opinion of that second-hand school of poetry. You also know 
my high opinion of your own poetry,—because it is of no school. I read 
Cenci—but, besides that I think the subject essentially un dramatic, I am not 
an admirer of our old dramatists as models. I deny that the English have hith-
erto had a drama at all. Your Cenci, however, was a work of power, and poetry. 
As to my drama,5 pray revenge yourself upon it, by being as free as I have been 
with yours. 

I have not yet got your Prometheus, which I long to see. I have heard nothing 
of mine, and do not know that it is yet published. I have published a pamphlet 
on the Pope controversy, which you will not like. Had I known that Keats was 
dead—or that he was alive and so sensitive—I should have omitted some 
remarks upon his poetry, to which I was provoked by his attack upon Pope,6 

and my disapprobation of his own style of writing. 

1. Byron had recently placed his four-year-old 
daughter , Allegra, in a convent school near 
Ravenna, against the wishes of her mother , Mary 
Shelley's stepsister Claire Cla i rmont . 
2. In a letter to Byron, April 17, 1821: "Young 
Keats, whose 'Hyperion ' showed so great a prom-
ise, died lately at Rome f rom the consequences of 
breaking a blood-vessel, in paroxysms of despair at 
the co n t emp tuous a t tack on his book in the Quar-
terly Review" (see Shelley's Adonais, p . 822) . 
3. T h e review of Byron's Hours of Idleness in the 
Edinburgh Revieiv p rompted him to write his first 

ma jo r satire, English Bards and Scotch Reviewers 
(1809) . 
4. Johnson , The Vanity of Human Wishes, lines 
155—56 (Byron is quot ing f rom memory). 
5. Marino Faliero, publ ished in London on April 
21, 1821. Shelley's The Cenci and Prometheus 
Unbonnd (next paragraph) were written in 1819 
and publ ished in 1820. 
6. Keats a t tacked Augustan poetry (but not nec-
essarily Pope) in "Sleep and Poetry," lines 181— 
206. Byron's pamphle t , Letter to ********[John 
Murray], on the Rev. W. L. Bowles' Strictures on 
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You want me to undertake a great Poem—I have not the inclination nor the 
power. As I grow older, the indifference—not to life, for we love it by instinct— 
but to the stimuli of life, increases. Besides, this late failure of the Italians 7 

has latterly disappointed me for many reasons,—some public, some personal. 
My respects to Mrs. S. 

Yours ever, 
B 

P.S.—Could not you and I contrive to meet this summer? Could not you 
take a run alone? 

the Life and Writings of Pope, had jus t appeared in 
London . His best -known c o m m e n t on Keats, writ-
ten a year and a half later, is can to 11, stanza 60 
in Don Juan, beginning "John Keats, who was 
killed off by one cr i t ique" and ending " T i s s t range 
the mind, that very fiery particle, / Should let itself 

be snuf fed out by an Article." 
7. A p lanned upris ing by the Carbonar i , a secret 
revolutionary society into which Byron had been 
initiated by the fa ther and brother of his mistress 
Teresa Guiccioli , failed in Feb. 1821. 

PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY 
1 7 9 2 - 1 8 2 2 

Percy Bysshe Shelley, radical in every aspect of his life and thought, emerged from a 
solidly conservative background. His ancestors had been Sussex aristocrats since early 
in the seventeenth century; his grandfather, Sir Bysshe Shelley, made himself the 
richest man in Horsham, Sussex; his father, Timothy Shelley, was a hardheaded and 
conventional member of Parliament. Percy Shelley was in line for a baronetcy and, 
as befitted his station, was sent to be educated at Eton and Oxford. As a youth he 
was slight of build, eccentric in manner, and unskilled in sports or fighting and, as a 
consequence, was mercilessly bullied by older and stronger boys. He later said that 
he saw the petty tyranny of schoolmasters and schoolmates as representative of man's 
general inhumanity to man, and dedicated his life to a war against injustice and 
oppression. As he described the experience in the Dedication to Laon and Cythna: 

So without shame, I spake:—"I will be wise, 
And just, and free, and mild, if in me lies 

Such power, for I grow weary to behold 
The selfish and the strong still tyrannise 

Without reproach or check." 1 then controuled 
My tears, my heart grew calm, and I was meek and bold. 

At Oxford in the autumn of 1810, Shelley's closest friend was Thomas Jefferson 
Hogg, a self-centered, self-confident young man who shared Shelley's love of philos-
ophy and scorn of orthodoxy. The two collaborated on a pamphlet, The Necessity of 
Atheism, which claimed that God's existence cannot be proved on empirical grounds, 
and, provocatively, they mailed it to the bishops and heads of the colleges at Oxford. 
Shelley refused to repudiate the document and, to his shock and grief, was peremp-
torily expelled, terminating a university career that had lasted only six months. This 
event opened a breach between Shelley and his father that widened over the years. 

Shelley went to London, where he took up the cause of Harriet Westbrook, the 
pretty and warmhearted daughter of a well-to-do tavern keeper, whose father, Shelley 
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C h i l d e H a r o l d ' s P i l g r i m a g e Childe Harold is a travelogue narrated by a 
melancholy, passionate, well-read, and very eloquent tourist. Byron wrote most of the 
first two cantos while on the tour through Spain, Portugal, Albania, and Greece that 
these cantos describe. When he published them, in 1812, they made him at one stroke 
the best-known and most talked about poet in England. Byron took up Childe Harold 
again in 1816, during the European tour he made after the breakup of his marriage. 
Canto 3, published in 1816, moves through Belgium, up the Rhine, then to Switzer-
land and the Alps. Canto 4, published in 1818, describes Italy's great cities, in par-
ticular their ruins and museums and the stories these tell of the bygone glories of the 
Roman Empire. 

Byron chose for his poem the Spenserian stanza, and like James Thomson (in The 
Castle of Indolence) and other eighteenth-century predecessors, he attempted in the 
first canto to imitate, in a seriocomic fashion, the archaic language of his Elizabethan 
model. (Childe is the ancient term for a young noble awaiting knighthood.) But he 
soon dropped the archaisms, and in the last two cantos he confidently adapts Spen-
ser's mellifluous stanza to his own autobiographical and polemical purposes. The 
virtuoso range of moods and subjects in Childe Harold was a quality on which con-
temporaries commented admiringly. Equally fascinating is the tension between the 
body of the poem and the long notes (for the most part omitted here) that Byron 
appended to its sometimes dashing and sometimes sorrowing chronicle of his pilgrim-
age in the countries of chivalry and romance—notes that feature cosmopolitan reflec-
tions on the contrasts among cultures as well as sardonic, hard-hitting critiques of 
the evolving political order of Europe. 

In the preface to his first two cantos, Byron had insisted that the narrator, Childe 
Harold, was "a fictitious character," merely "the child of imagination." In the man-
uscript version of these cantos, however, he had called his hero "Childe Burun," the 
early form of his own family name. The world insisted on identifying the character 
as well as the travels of the protagonist with those of the author, and in the fourth 
canto Byron, abandoning the third-person dramatis persona, spoke out frankly in the 
first person. In the preface to that canto, he declares that there will be "less of the 
pilgrim" here than in any of the preceding cantos, "and that little slightly, if at all, 
separated from the author speaking in his own person. The fact is, that I had become 
weary of drawing a line which every one seemed determined not to perceive." 

FROM C H I L D E HAROLD'S PILGRIMAGE 

A R O M A U N T 1 

From C a n t o 1 

[ " S I N ' S L O N G L A B Y R I N T H " ] 

I 

Oh, thou! in Hellas0 deem'd of heav'nly birth, Greece 
Muse! form'd or fabled at the minstrel's will! 
Since sham'd full oft by later lyres on earth, 
Mine dares not call thee from thy sacred hill: 

5 Yet there I've wander'd by thy vaunted rill; 

I . A r o m a n c e or nar ra t ive of adven tu re . 
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Yes! sigh'd o'er Delphi's long-deserted shrine, 
Where, save that feeble fountain, all is still; 
Nor mote° my shell awake the weary Nine2 may 

To grace so plain a tale—this lowly lay° of mine. song 

2 
Whilome3 in Albion's" isle there dwelt a youth, England's 
Who ne in virtue's ways did take delight; 
But spent his days in riot most uncouth, 
And vex'd with mirth the drowsy ear of Night. 
Ah, me! in sooth he was a shameless wight,0 creature 
Sore given to revel and ungodly glee; 
Few earthly things found favour in his sight 
Save concubines and carnal companie, 

And flaunting wassailers4 of high and low degree. 

3 
Childe Harold was he hight:°—but whence his name called 
And lineage long, it suits me not to say; 
Suffice it, that perchance they were of fame, 
And had been glorious in another day: 
But one sad losel5 soils a name for aye, 
However mighty in the olden time; 
Nor all that heralds rake from coffin'd clay, 
Nor florid prose, nor honied lies of rhyme 

Can blazon evil deeds, or consecrate a crime. 

4 
Childe Harold bask'd him in the noon-tide sun, 
Disporting there like any other fly; 
Nor deem'd before his little day was done 
One blast might chill him into misery. 
But long ere scarce a third of his pass'd by, 
Worse than adversity the Childe befell; 
He felt the fulness of satiety: 
Then loath'd he in his native land to dwell, 

Which seem'd to him more lone than Eremite's6 sad cell. 

5 
For he through Sin's long labyrinth had run, 
Nor made atonement when he did amiss, 
Had sigh'd to many though he lov'd but one, 
And that lov'd one, alas! could ne'er be his. 
Ah, happy she! to 'scape from him whose kiss 
Had been pollution unto aught so chaste; 
Who soon had left her charms for vulgar bliss, 
And spoil'd her goodly lands to gild his waste, 

Nor calm domestic peace had ever deign'd to taste. 

2. T h e Muses , whose "vaunted r i l l" (line 5) was 
the Cas ta l ian spring. "Shell": lyre. H e r m e s i s fah led 
to have invented t h e lyre by s t re tch ing str ings over 
the hollow of a tortoise shell . 
3 . O n c e u p o n a t ime; one of t h e many a rcha i sms 
tha t Byron borrowed f rom Spense r . 

4. Noisy, insolent dr inkers (Byron is though t to 
re fe r to his own you th fu l ca rous ing with f r iends a t 
News tead Abbey). 
5. Rascal . Byron's great -uncle , the f if th Lord 
Byron, had killed a k i n s m a n in a d r u n k e n duel . 
6. A religious he rmi t . 
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6 
And now Childe Harold was sore sick at heart, 
And from his fellow bacchanals would flee; 
'Tis said, at times the sullen tear would start, 
But Pride congeal'd the drop within his ee:° eye 

so Apart he stalk'd in joyless reverie, 
And from his native land resolv'd to go, 
And visit scorching climes beyond the sea; 
With pleasure drugg'd he almost long'd for woe, 

And e'en for change of scene would seek the shades below. 

From Canto 3 

[ " O N C E M O R E U P O N T H E W A T E R S " ] 
1 

Is thy face like thy mother's, my fair child! 
Ada!' sole daughter of my house and heart? 
W h e n last I saw thy young blue eyes they smiled, 
And then we parted,—not as now we part, 
But with a h o p e . — 

5 Awaking with a start, 
T h e waters heave around me; and on high 
The winds lift up their voices: I depart, 
Whither I know not; but the hour's gone by, 

W h e n Albion's lessening shores could grieve or glad mine eye. 

2 
io Once more upon the waters! yet once more! 

And the waves bound beneath me as a steed 
That knows his rider. Welcome, to their roar! 
Swift be their guidance, wheresoe'er it lead! 
Though the strain'd mast should quiver as a reed, 

15 And the rent canvas fluttering strew the gale, 
Still must I on; for I am as a weed, 
Flung from the rock, on Ocean's foam, to sail 

Where'er the surge may sweep, the tempest's breath prevail. 

3 
In my youth's summer2 I did sing of One, 

20 The wandering outlaw of his own dark mind; 
Again I seize the theme then but begun, 
And bear it with me, as the rushing wind 
Bears the cloud onwards: in that Tale I find 
The furrows of long thought, and dried-up tears, 

25 Which , ebbing, leave a sterile track behind, 
O'er which all heavily the journeying years 

Plod the last sands of life,—where not a flower appears. 

1. Byron's daughter Augusta Ada, born in Decem-
ber 1815, a month before her parents separated. 
Byron's "hope" (line 5) had been for a reconcilia-

tion, but he was never to see Ada again. 
2. Byron wrote canto 1 at age twenty-one; he is 
now twenty-eight. 
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4 
Since my young days of passion—-joy, or pain, 
Perchance my heart and harp have lost a string, 

30 And both may jar:3 it may be, that in vain 
I would essay as I have sung to sing. 
Yet, though a dreary strain, to this I cling; 
So that it wean me from the weary dream 
Of selfish grief or gladness—so it fling 

35 Forgetfulness around me—it shall seem 
To me, though to none else, a not ungrateful theme. 

5 
He, who grown aged in this world of woe, 
In deeds, not years, piercing the depths of life, 
So that no wonder waits him; nor below 

40 Can love, or sorrow, fame, ambition, strife, 
Cut to his heart again with the keen knife 
Of silent, sharp endurance: he can tell 
Why thought seeks refuge in lone caves, yet rife 
With airy images, and shapes which dwell 

45 Still unimpair'd, though old, in the soul's haunted cell. 

6 
'Tis to create, and in creating live 
A being more intense, that we endow 
With form our fancy, gaining as we give 
The life we image, even as I do now. 

so What am I? Nothing; but not so art thou, 
Soul of my thought!4 with whom I traverse earth, 
Invisible but gazing, as I glow 
Mix'd with thy spirit, blended with thy birth, 

And feeling still with thee in my crush'd feelings' dearth. 

7 
55 Yet must I think less wildly:—I have thought 

Too long and darkly, till my brain became, 
In its own eddy boiling and o'erwrought, 
A whirling gulf of phantasy and flame: 
And thus, untaught in youth my heart to tame, 

60 My springs of life were poison'd. 'Tis too late! 
Yet am I chang'd; though still enough the same 
In strength to bear what time can not abate, 

And feed on bitter fruits without accusing Fate. 

8 
Something too much of this:—but now 'tis past, 

65 And the spell closes with its silent seal.5 

Long absent HAROLD re-appears at last; 
He of the breast which fain no more would feel, 
Wrung with the wounds which kill not, but ne'er heal; 
Yet Time, who changes all, had alter'd him 

3. Sound discordant. 
4. I.e., Childe Harold, his literary creation. 

5. I.e., he sets the seal of silence on his personal 
tale ("spell"). 
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-0 In soul and aspect as in age: years steal 
Fire from the mind as vigour from the limb; 

And life's enchanted cup but sparkles near the brim. 

9 
His had been quaff'd too quickly, and he found 
The dregs were wormwood; but he fill'd again, 

75 And from a purer fount, on holier ground, 
And deem'd its spring perpetual; but in vain! 
Still round him clung invisibly a chain 
Which gall'd for ever, fettering though unseen, 
And heavy though it clank'd not; worn with pain, 

so Which pined although it spoke not, and grew keen, 
Entering with every step, he took, through many a scene. 

10 
Secure in guarded coldness, he had mix'd 
Again in fancied safety with his kind, 
And deem'd his spirit now so firmly fix'd 

85 And sheath'd with an invulnerable mind, 
That, if no joy, no sorrow lurk'd behind; 
And he, as one, might midst the many stand 
Unheeded, searching through the crowd to find 
Fit speculation! such as in strange land 

90 He found in wonder-works of God and Nature's hand. 

11 
But who can view the ripened rose, nor seek 
To wear it? who can curiously behold 
The smoothness and the sheen of beauty's cheek, 
Nor feel the heart can never all grow old? 

95 Who can contemplate Fame through clouds unfold 
The star which rises o'er her steep, nor climb? 
Harold, once more within the vortex, roll'd 
On with the giddy circle, chasing Time, 

Yet with a nobler aim than in his youth's fond° prime. foolish 

12 
loo But soon he knew himself the most unfit 

Of men to herd with Man; with whom he held 
Little in common; untaught to submit 
His thoughts to others, though his soul was quell'd 
In youth by his own thoughts; still uncompell'd, 

105 He would not yield dominion of his mind 
To spirits against whom his own rebell'd; 
Proud though in desolation; which could find 

A life within itself, to breathe without mankind. 

13 
Where rose the mountains, there to him were friends; 

110 Where roll'd the ocean, thereon was his home; 
Where a blue sky, and glowing clime, extends, 
He had the passion and the power to roam; 
The desert, forest, cavern, breaker's foam, 
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book 

made glassy 

14 
Like the Chaldean,6 he could watch the stars, 
Till he had peopled them with beings bright 

120 As their own beams; and earth, and earth-born jars, 
And human frailties, were forgotten quite: 
Could he have kept his spirit to that flight 
He had been happy; but this clay will sink 
Its spark immortal, envying it the light 

125 To which it mounts, as if to break the link 
That keeps us from yon heaven which woos us to its brink. 

15 
But in Man's dwellings he became a thing 
Restless and worn, and stern and wearisome, 
Droop'd as a wild-born falcon with dipt wing, 

130 To whom the boundless air alone were home: 
Then came his fit again, which to o'ercome, 
As eagerly the barr'd-up bird will beat 
His breast and beak against his wiry dome 
Till the blood tinge his plumage, so the heat 

135 Of his impeded soul would through his bosom eat. 

1 6 

Self-exiled Harold wanders forth again, 
With nought of hope left, but with less of gloom; 
The very knowledge that he lived in vain, 
That all was over on this side the tomb, 

140 Had made Despair a smilingness assume, 
Which, though 'twere wild,—as on the plundered wreck 
When mariners would madly meet their doom 
With draughts intemperate on the sinking deck,— 

Did yet inspire a cheer, which he forbore to check. 

[ W A T E R L O O ] 

17 
145 Stop!-—for thy tread is on an Empire's dust! 

An Earthquake's spoil is sepulchered below! 
Is the spot mark'd with no colossal bust? 
Nor column trophied for triumphal show?7 

None; but the moral's truth tells simpler so, 
150 As the ground was before, thus let it b e ; — 

How that red rain hath made the harvest grow! 
And is this all the world has gained by thee, 

Thou first and last of fields! king-making Victory? 

Were unto him companionship; they spake 
115 A mutual language, clearer than the tome° 

Of his land's tongue, which he would oft forsake 
For Nature's pages glass'd° by sunbeams on the lake. 

6. A people of ancient Babylonia, expert in astron- ancient Rome to honor conquering generals, a cus-
omy. torn Napoleon had revived. 
7. Referring to the triumphal arches erected in 
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1 8 

And Harold stands upon this place of skulls, 
155 The grave of France, the deadly Waterloo!8 

How in an hour the power which gave annuls 
Its gifts, transferring fame as fleeting too! 
In "pride of place" here last the eagle flew,9 

Then tore with bloody talon the rent plain, 
160 Pierced by the shaft of banded nations1 through; 

Ambition's life and labours all were vain; 
He wears the shattered links of the world's broken chain.2 

Fit retribution! Gaul3 may champ the bit 
And foam in fetters;—but is Earth more free? 

165 Did nations combat to make One submit; 
Or league to teach all kings true sovereignty? 
What! shall reviving Thraldom again be 
The patched-up idol of enlightened days? 
Shall we, who struck the Lion down, shall we 

170 Pay the Wolf homage? proffering lowly gaze 
And servile knees to thrones? No; prove4 before ye praise! 

20 
If not, o'er one fallen despot boast no more! 
In vain fair cheeks were furrowed with hot tears 
For Europe's flowers long rooted up before 

175 The trampler of her vineyards; in vain years 
Of death, depopulation, bondage, fears, 
Have all been borne, and broken by the accord 
Of roused-up millions: all that most endears 
Glory, is when the myrtle wreathes a sword 

180 Such as Harmodius drew on Athens' tyrant lord.5 

2 1 
There was a sound of revelry by night,6 

And Belgium's capital had gathered then 
Her Beauty and her Chivalry, and bright 
The lamps shone o'er fair women and brave men; 

185 A thousand hearts beat happily; and when 
Music arose with its voluptuous swell, 
Soft eyes look'd love to eyes which spake again, 
And all went merry as a marriage-bell; 

But hush! hark! a deep sound strikes like a rising knell! 

8. Napoleon's defeat at Waterloo, near Brussels, 
had occurred only the year before, on June 18, 
1815. The battlefield, where almost fifty thousand 
English, Prussian, and French soldiers were killed 
in a single day, quickly became a gruesome tourist 
attraction. 
9. "Pride of place," is a term of falconry, and 
means the highest pitch of flight [Byron's note, 
which continues by referring to the use of the term 
in Shakespeare's Macbeth 2.4]. The eagle was the 
symbol of Napoleon. 
1. The Grand Alliance formed in opposition to 
Napoleon. 

2. Napoleon was then a prisoner at St. Helena. 
3. France. Byron, like other liberals, saw the 
defeat of the Napoleonic tyranny as a victory for 
tyrannical kings and the forces of reaction 
throughout Europe. 
4. Await the test (proof) of experience. 
5. In 514 B.C.E. Harmodius and Aristogeiton, hid-
ing their daggers in myrtle (symbol of love), killed 
Hipparchus, tyrant of Athens. 
6. A famous ball, given by the duchess of Rich-
mond on the eve of the battle of Quatre Bras, 
which opened the conflict at Waterloo. 
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22 
190 Did ye not hear it?—No; 'twas but the wind, 

Or the car rattling o'er the stony street; 
On with the dance! let joy be unconfined; 
No sleep till morn, when Youth and Pleasure meet 
To chase the glowing Hours with flying feet— 

195 But, hark!—that heavy sound breaks in once more, 
As if the clouds its echo would repeat; 
And nearer, clearer, deadlier than before! 

Arm! Arm! and out—it is—the cannon's opening roar! 
2 3 

Within a windowed niche of that high hall 
200 Sate Brunswick's fated chieftain; 7 he did hear 

That sound the first amidst the festival, 
And caught its tone with Death's prophetic ear; 
And when they smiled because he deem'd it near, 
His heart more truly knew that peal too well 

205 Which stretch'd his father on a bloody bier, 
And roused the vengeance blood alone could quell: 

He rush'd into the field, and, foremost fighting, fell. 
24 

Ah! then and there was hurrying to and fro, 
And gathering tears, and tremblings of distress, 

210 And cheeks all pale, which but an hour ago 
Blush'd at the praise of their own loveliness; 
And there were sudden partings, such as press 
The life from out young hearts, and choking sighs 
Which ne'er might be repeated; who could guess 

215 If ever more should meet those mutual eyes, 
Since upon nights so sweet such awful morn could rise? 

25 
And there was mounting in hot haste: the steed, 
The mustering squadron, and the clattering car, 
Went pouring forward in impetuous speed, 

220 And swiftly forming in the ranks of war; 
And the deep thunder peal on peal afar; 
And near, the beat of the alarming drum 
Roused up the soldier ere the morning star; 
While throng'd the citizens with terror dumb, 

225 Or whispering, with white lips—"The foe! They come! they come!" 
26 

And wild and high the "Cameron's gathering" rose! 
The war-note of Lochiel, 8 which Albyn's° hills Scotland's 
Have heard, and heard, too, have her Saxon foes:— 
How in the noon of night that pibroch 9 thrills, 

7. The duke of Brunswick, nephew of George III 
of England, was killed in the battle of Quatre Bras. 
His father, commanding the Prussian army against 
Napoleon, had been killed at Auerstedt in 1806 
(line 205). 

8. "Cameron's gathering" is the clan song of the 
Camerons, whose chief was called "Lochiel," after 
his estate. 
9. Bagpipe music, usually warlike in character. 
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230 Savage and shrill! But with the breath which fills 
Their mountain-pipe, so fill the mountaineers 
With the fierce native daring which instils 
The stirring memory of a thousand years, 

And Evan's, Donald's1 fame rings in each clansman's ears! 

2 7 
235 And Ardennes2 waves above them her green leaves, 

Dewy with nature's tear-drops, as they pass, 
Grieving, if aught inanimate e'er grieves, 
Over the unreturning brave,—alas! 
Ere evening to be trodden like the grass 

240 Which now beneath them, but above shall grow 
In its next verdure, when this fiery mass 
Of living valour, rolling on the foe 

And burning with high hope, shall moulder cold and low. 

28 
Last noon beheld them full of lusty life, 

245 Last eve in Beauty's circle proudly gay, 
The midnight brought the signal-sound of strife, 
The morn the marshalling in arms,—the day 
Battle's magnificently-stern array! 
The thunder-clouds close o'er it, which when rent 

250 The earth is covered thick with other clay, 
Which her own clay shall cover, heaped and pent, 

Rider and horse,—friend, foe,—in one red burial blent! 

$ * >* 

[ N A P O L E O N ] 

36 
There sunk the greatest, nor the worst of men,3 

Whose spirit antithetically mixt 
One moment of the mightiest, and again 
On little objects with like firmness fixt, 

320 Extreme in all things! hadst thou been betwixt, 
Thy throne had still been thine, or never been; 
For daring made thy rise as fall: thou seek'st 
Even now to re-assume the imperial mien,° character 

And shake again the world, the Thunderer of the scene! 

37 
325 Conqueror and captive of the earth art thou! 

She trembles at thee still, and thy wild name 
Was ne'er more bruited in men's minds than now 
That thou art nothing, save the jest of Fame, 

1. Sir Evan and Donald Cameron, famous warri-
ors in the Stuart cause in the Jacobite risings of 
1689 and 1745. 
2. The wood of Soignes is supposed to be a rem-
nant of the "forest of Ardennes" famous in 
Boiardo's Orlando, and immortal in Shakespeare's 
As You Like It. It is also celebrated in Tacitus as 
being the spot of successful defence by the Ger-

mans against the Roman encroachments—I have 
ventured to adopt the name connected with nobler 
associations than those of mere slaughter [Byron's 
note], Orlando Innamorato is a 15th-century Ital-
ian epic of love and adventure. 
3. Napoleon, here portrayed with many character-
istics of the Byronic hero. 
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Who wooed thee once, thy vassal, and became 
330 The flatterer of thy fierceness, till thou wert 

A god unto thyself; nor less the same 
To the astounded kingdoms all inert, 

Who deem'd thee for a time whate'er thou didst assert. 

3 8 
Oh, more or less than man—in high or low, 

335 Battling with nations, flying from the field; 
Now making monarchs' necks thy footstool, now 
More than thy meanest" soldier taught to yield; lowest 
An empire thou couldst crush, command, rebuild, 
But govern not thy pettiest passion, nor, 

340 However deeply in men's spirits skill'd, 
Look through thine own, nor curb the lust of war, 

Nor learn that tempted Fate will leave the loftiest star. 
/ 

, 39 
Yet well thy soul hath brook'd the turning tide 
With that untaught innate philosophy, 

345 Which, be it wisdom, coldness, or deep pride, 
Is gall and wormwood to an enemy. 
When the whole host of hatred stood hard by, 
To watch and mock thee shrinking, thou hast smiled 
With a sedate and all-enduring eye;— 

350 When Fortune fled her spoil'd and favourite child, 
He stood unbowed beneath the ills upon him piled. 

40 
Sager than in thy fortunes; for in them 
Ambition steel'd thee on too far to show 
That just habitual scorn which could contemn 

355 Men and their thoughts; 'twas wise to feel, not so 
To wear it ever on thy lip and brow, 
And spurn the instruments thou wert to use 
Till they were turn'd unto thine overthrow: 
'Tis but a worthless world to win or lose; 

360 So hath it proved to thee, and all such lot who choose.4 

4 1 
If, like a tower upon a headlong rock, 
Thou hadst been made to stand or fall alone, 
Such scorn of man had help'd to brave the shock; 
But men's thoughts were the steps which paved thy throne, 

365 Their admiration thy best weapon shone; 
The part of Philip's son5 was thine, not then 
(Unless aside thy purple had been thrown) 
Like stern Diogenes6 to mock at men; 

For sceptred cynics earth were far too wide a den. 

4. An inversion: "all who choose such lot" (i.e., 
who choose to play such a game of chance). 
5. Alexander the Great, son of Philip of Macedon. 
6. The Greek philosopher of Cynicism, contem-

porary of Alexander. It is related that Alexander 
was so struck by his independence of mind that he 
said, " I f I were not Alexander, I should wish to be 
Diogenes." 
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42 
370 But quiet to quick bosoms is a hell, 

And there hath been thy bane; there is a fire 
And motion of the soul which will not dwell 
In its own narrow being, but aspire 
Beyond the fitting medium of desire; 

375 And, but once kindled, quenchless evermore, 
Preys upon high adventure, nor can tire 
Of aught but rest; a fever at the core, 

Fatal to him who bears, to all who ever bore. 

43 
This makes the madmen who have made men mad 

380 By their contagion; Conquerors and Kings, 
Founders of sects and systems, to whom add 
Sophists,7 Bards, Statesmen, all unquiet things 
Which stir too strongly the soul's secret springs, 
And are themselves the fools to those they fool; 

385 Envied, yet how unenviable! what stings 
Are theirs! One breast laid open were a school 

Which would unteach mankind the lust to shine or rule: 

44 
Their breath is agitation, and their life 
A storm whereon they ride, to sink at last, 

390 And yet so nurs'd and bigotted to strife, 
That should their days, surviving perils past, 
Melt to calm twilight, they feel overcast 
With sorrow and supineness, and so die; 
Even as a flame unfed, which runs to waste 

395 With its own flickering, or a sword laid by 
Which eats into itself, and rusts ingloriously. 

45 
He who ascends to mountain-tops, shall find 
The loftiest peaks most wrapt in clouds and snow; 
He who surpasses or subdues mankind, 

400 Must look down on the hate of those below. 
Though high above the sun of glory glow, 
And far beneath the earth and ocean spread, 
Round him are icy rocks, and loudly blow 
Contending tempests on his naked head, 

405 And thus reward the toils which to those summits led.8 

$ * $ 

5 2 
460 Thus Harold inly said, and pass'd along, 

Yet not insensibly to all which here 

7. Learned men. But the term often carries a 
derogatory sense—thinkers with a penchant for 
tricky reasoning. 

8. In the stanzas here omitted, Harold is sent sail-
ing up the Rhine, meditating on the "thousand bat-
tles" that "have assailed thy banks." 
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Awoke the jocund birds to early song 
In glens which might have made even exile dear: 
Though on his brow were graven lines austere, 

465 And tranquil sternness which had ta'en the place 
Of feelings fierier far but less severe, 
Joy was not always absent from his face, 

But o'er it in such scenes would steal with transient trace. 

53 
Nor was all love shut from him, though his days 

470 Of passion had consumed themselves to dust. 
It is in vain that we would coldly gaze 
On such as smile upon us; the heart must 
Leap kindly back to kindness, though disgust 
Hath wean'd it from all worldlings: thus he felt, 

475 For there was soft remembrance, and sweet trust 
In one fond breast,9 to which his own would melt, 

And in its tenderer hour on that his bosom dwelt. 

5 4 

And he had learn'd to love,—I know not why, 
For this in such as him seems strange of mood,— 

480 The helpless looks of blooming infancy, 
Even in its earliest nurture; what subdued, 
To change like this, a mind so far imbued 
With scorn of man, it little boots to know; 
But thus it was; and though in solitude 

485 Small power the nipp'd affections have to grow, 
In him this glowed when all beside had ceased to glow. 

55 
And there was one soft breast, as hath been said, 
Which unto his was bound by stronger ties 
Than the church links withal; and, though unwed, 

490 That love was pure, and, far above disguise, 
Had stood the test of mortal enmities 
Still undivided, and cemented more 
By peril, dreaded most in female eyes; 
But this was firm, and from a foreign shore 

495 Well to that heart might his these absent greetings pour! 

* * * 

[ S W I T Z E R L A N D ] 1 

68 
Lake Leman° woos me with its crystal face, Geneva 

645 The mirror where the stars and mountains view 

9. Commentators agree that the reference is to 
Byron's half-sister, Augusta Leigh. 
1. Byron with his traveling companion and phy-
sician, John Polidori, spent the gloomy summer of 
1816 near Geneva, in a villa rented for its proximity 
to the household that Percy Shelley, Mary Woll-
stonecraft Godwin (who would marry Shelley at 
the end of the year), and her half-sister Claire 
Clairmont had set up there. The famous ghost-

story-telling contest in which these five partici-
pated, and which saw the genesis of both 
Frankenstein and Polidori's "The Vampyre," took 
place that June. The Shelley household's involve-
ment in Childe Harold is extensive. The fair copy 
of this canto was in fact written out by Claire, and 
Percy would eventually deliver it to Byron's pub-
lisher in London. 
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The stillness of their aspect in each trace 
Its clear depth yields of their far height and hue: 
There is too much of man here, to look through 
With a fit mind the might which I behold; 

650 But soon in me shall Loneliness renew 
Thoughts hid, but not less cherish'd than of old, 

Ere mingling with the herd had penn'd me in their fold. 

69 
To fly from, need not be to hate, mankind; 
All are not fit with them to stir and toil, 

655 Nor is it discontent to keep the mind 
Deep in its fountain, lest it overboil 
In the hot throng, where we become the spoil 
Of our infection, till too late and long 
We may deplore and struggle with the coil,0 tumult 

660 In wretched interchange of wrong for wrong 
'Midst a contentious world, striving where none are strong. 

70 
There, in a moment, we may plunge our years 
In fatal penitence, and in the blight 
Of our own soul, turn all our blood to tears, 

665 And colour things to come with hues of Night; 
The race of life becomes a hopeless flight 
To those that walk in darkness: on the sea, 
The boldest steer but where their ports invite, 
But there are wanderers o'er Eternity 

670 Whose bark drives on and on, and anchored ne'er shall be. 

7 1 
Is it not better, then, to be alone, 
And love Earth only for its earthly sake? 
By the blue rushing of the arrowy Rhone,2 

Or the pure bosom of its nursing lake, 
675 Which feeds it as a mother who doth make 

A fair but froward infant her own care, 
Kissing its cries away as these awake;— 
Is it not better thus our lives to wear, 

Than join the crushing crowd, doom'd to inflict or bear? 

7 2 
680 I live not in myself, but I become 

Portion of that around me; and to me, 
High mountains are a feeling, but the hum 
Of human cities torture: I can see 
Nothing to loathe in nature, save to be 

685 A link reluctant in a fleshly chain, 
Class'd among creatures, when the soul can flee, 
And with the sky, the peak, the heaving plain 

Of ocean, or the stars, mingle, and not in vain.3 

2. River rising in Switzerland and flowing th rough 
F rance into t h e Med i t e r r anean . 
3 . Dur ing t h e tou r a r o u n d Lake Geneva tha t they 
took in late J u n e 1816, Percy Shel ley in t roduced 

Ryron to t h e poetry of W o r d s w o r t h and Words -
wor th ' s concep t s of n a t u r e . Those ideas are 
ref lec ted in can to 3, b u t the voice is Byron's own. 
For his c o m m e n t on be ing "half mad" while writ ing 
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73 
And thus I am absorb'd, and this is life: 

690 I look upon the peopled desart past, 
As on a place of agony and strife, 
Where, for some sin, to Sorrow I was cast, 
To act and suffer, but remount at last 
With a fresh pinion; which I feel to spring, 

695 Though young, yet waxing vigorous, as the blast 
Which it would cope with, on delighted wing, 

Spurning the clay-cold bonds which round our being cling. 

74 
And when, at length, the mind shall be all free 
From what it hates in this degraded form, 

700 Reft of its carnal life, save what shall be 
Existent happier in the fly and worm,— 
When elements to elements conform, 
And dust is as it should be, shall I not 
Feel all I see, less dazzling, but more warm? 

705 The bodiless thought? the Spirit of each spot? 
Of which, even now, I share at times the immortal lot? 

75 
Are not the mountains, waves, and skies, a part 
Of me and of my soul, as I of them? 
Is not the love of these deep in my heart 

710 With a pure passion? should I not contemn 
All objects, if compared with these? and stem 
A tide of suffering, rather than forego 
Such feelings for the hard and worldly phlegm 
Of those whose eyes are only turn'd below, 

715 Gazing upon the ground, with thoughts which dare not glow? 

76 
But this is not my theme; and I return 
To that which is immediate, and require 
Those who find contemplation in the urn,4 

To look on One,5 whose dust was once all fire, 
720 A native of the land where I respire 

The clear air for a while—a passing guest, 
Where he became a being,—whose desire 
Was to be glorious; 'twas a foolish quest, 

The which to gain and keep, he sacrificed all rest. 

77 
725 Here the self-torturing sophist, wild Rousseau, 

The apostle of affliction, he who threw 
Enchantment over passion, and from woe 
Wrung overwhelming eloquence, first drew 
The breath which made him wretched; yet he knew 

730 How to make madness beautiful, and cast 

canto 3, see his letter to Thomas Moore, January 
28, 1817 (p. 736). 
4. I.e., those who find matter for meditation in an 
urn containing the ashes of the dead. 

5. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who had been born in 
Geneva in 1712. Byron's characterization is based 
on Rousseau's novel La Nouvelle Heloise and auto-
biographical Confessions. 
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O'er erring deeds and thoughts, a heavenly hue 
Of words, like sunbeams, dazzling as they past 

The eyes, which o'er them shed tears feelingly and fast. 

7 8 
His love was passion's essence—as a tree 

735 On fire by lightning; with ethereal flame 
Kindled he was, and blasted; for to be 
Thus, and enamoured, were in him the same. 
But his was not the love of living dame, 
Nor of the dead who rise upon our dreams, 

740 But of ideal beauty, which became 
In him existence, and o'erflowing teems 

Along his burning page, distempered though it seems. 

3 $ 

85 
Clear, placid Leman! thy contrasted lake, 
With the wild world I dwelt in, is a thing 
Which warns me, with its stillness, to forsake 

800 Earth's troubled waters for a purer spring. 
This quiet sail is as a noiseless wing 
To waft me from distraction; once I loved 
Torn ocean's roar, but thy soft murmuring 
Sounds sweet as if a sister's voice reproved, 

so; That I with stern delights should e'er have been so moved. 

86 
It is the hush of night, and all between 
Thy margin and the mountains, dusk, yet clear, 
Mellowed and mingling, yet distinctly seen, 
Save darken'd Jura,6 whose capt heights appear 

8io Precipitously steep; and drawing near, 
There breathes a living fragrance from the shore, 
Of flowers yet fresh with childhood; on the ear 
Drops the light drip of the suspended oar, 

Or chirps the grasshopper one good-night carol more; 

87 
s i s He is an evening reveller, who makes 

His life an infancy, and sings his fill; 
At intervals, some bird from out the brakes," thickets 
Starts into voice a moment, then is still. 
There seems a floating whisper on the hill, 

820 But that is fancy, for the starlight dews 
All silently their tears of love instil, 
Weeping themselves away, till they infuse 

Deep into Nature's breast the spirit of her hues. 

88 
Ye stars! which are the poetry of heaven! 

825 If in your bright leaves we would read the fate 

6. The mountain range between Switzerland and France, visible from Lake Geneva. 
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Of men and empires,—'tis to be forgiven, 
That in our aspirations to be great, 
Our destinies o'erleap their mortal state, 
And claim a kindred with you; for ye are 

830 A beauty and a mystery, and create 
In us such love and reverence from afar, 

That fortune, fame, power, life, have named themselves a star. 

89 
All heaven and earth are still—though not in sleep, 
But breathless, as we grow when feeling most; 

835 And silent, as we stand in thoughts too deep:— 
All heaven and earth are still: From the high host 
Of stars, to the lull'd lake and mountain-coast, 
All is concentered in a life intense, 
Where not a beam, nor air, nor leaf is lost, 

840 But hath a part of being, and a sense 
Of that which is of all Creator and defence. 

90 
Then stirs the feeling infinite, so felt 
In solitude, where we are least alone; 
A truth, which through our being then doth melt 

845 And purifies from self: it is a tone, 
The soul and source of music, which makes known 
Eternal harmony, and sheds a charm, 
Like to the fabled Cytherea's zone,7 

Binding all things with beauty;—'twould disarm 
850 The spectre Death, had he substantial power to harm. 

91 

Not vainly did the early Persian make 
His altar the high places and the peak 
Of earth-o'ergazing mountains, and thus take8 

A fit and unwall'd temple, there to seek 
855 The Spirit, in whose honour shrines are weak, 

Uprear'd of human hands. Come, and compare 
Columns and idol-dwellings, Goth or Greek, 
With Nature's realms of worship, earth and air, 

Nor fix on fond abodes to circumscribe thy prayer! 

92 
860 The sky is changed!—and such a change! Oh night, 

And storm, and darkness, ye are wondrous strong, 
Yet lovely in your strength, as is the fight 
Of a dark eye in woman! Far along, 
From peak to peak, the rattling crags among 

865 Leaps the live thunder! Not from one lone cloud, 
But every mountain now hath found a tongue, 
And Jura answers, through her misty shroud, 

Back to the joyous Alps, who call to her aloud! 

7. The sash of Venus, which conferred the power and impressive doctrines of the Founder of Chris-
to attract love. tianity were delivered, not in the Temple, but on 
8. It is to be recollected, that the most beautiful the Mount [Byron's note]. 
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93 
And this is in the night:—Most glorious night! 

870 Thou wert not sent for slumber! let me be 
A sharer in thy fierce and far delight,— 
A portion of the tempest and of thee! 
How the lit lake shines, a phosphoric sea, 
And the big rain comes dancing to the earth! 

875 And now again 'tis black,—and now, the glee 
Of the loud hills shakes with its mountain-mirth, 

As if they did rejoice o'er a young earthquake's birth. 

94 
Now, where the swift Rhone cleaves his way between 
Heights which appear as lovers who have parted 

880 In hate, whose mining depths so intervene, 
That they can meet no more, though broken-hearted; 
Though in their souls, which thus each other thwarted, 
Love was the very root of the fond rage 
Which blighted their life's bloom, and then departed:— 

885 Itself expired, but leaving them an age 
Of years all winters,—war within themselves to wage. 

95 
Now, where the quick Rhone thus hath cleft his way, 
The mightiest of the storms hath ta'en his stand: 
For here, not one, but many, make their play, 

890 And fling their thunder-bolts from hand to hand, 
Flashing and cast around: of all the band, 
The brightest through these parted hills hath fork'd 
His lightnings,—as if he did understand, 
That in such gaps as desolation work'd, 

895 There the hot shaft should blast whatever therein lurk'd. 

96 
Sky, mountains, river, winds, lake, lightnings! ye! 
With night, and clouds, and thunder, and a soul 
To make these felt and feeling, well may be 
Things that have made me watchful; the far roll 

900 Of your departing voices, is the knoll9 

Of what in me is sleepless,—if I rest. 
But where of ye, oh tempests! is the goal? 
Are ye like those within the human breast? 

Or do ye find, at length, like eagles, some high nest? 

97 
905 Could I embody and unbosom now 

That which is most within me,—could I wreak 
My thoughts upon expression, and thus throw 
Soul, heart, mind, passions, feelings, strong or weak, 
All that I would have sought, and all I seek, 

910 Bear, know, feel, and yet breathe—into one word, 
And that one word were Lightning, I would speak; 

9. Knell (old form). 
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But as it is, I live and die unheard, 
With a most voiceless thought, sheathing it as a sword. 

98 
The morn is up again, the dewy morn, 

915 With breath all incense, and with cheek all bloom, 
Laughing the clouds away with playful scorn, 
And living as if earth contain'd no tomb,— 
And glowing into day: we may resume 
The march of our existence: and thus I, 

920 Still on thy shores, fair Leman! may find room 
And food for meditation, nor pass by 

Much, that may give us pause, if pondered fittingly. ^ $ $ * 
» 3 

I have not loved the world, nor the world me; 
1050 I have not flattered its rank breath, nor bow'd 

To its idolatries a patient knee,— 
Nor coin'd my cheek to smiles,—nor cried aloud 
In worship of an echo; in the crowd 
They could not deem me one of such; I stood 

1055 Among them, but not of them; in a shroud 
Of thoughts which were not their thoughts, and still could, 

Had I not filed1 my mind, which thus itself subdued. 

114 
I have not loved the world, nor the world m e , — 
But let us part fair foes; I do believe, 

1060 Though I have found them not, that there may be 
Words which are things,—hopes which will not deceive, 
And virtues which are merciful, nor weave 
Snares for the failing: I would also deem 
O'er others' griefs that some sincerely grieve; 

1065 That two, or one, are almost what they seem,— 
That goodness is no name, and happiness no dream. 

" 5 
My daughter! with thy name this song begun— 
My daughter! with thy name thus much shall end— 
I see thee not,—I hear thee not,—but none 

1070 Can be so wrapt in thee; thou art the friend 
To whom the shadows of far years extend: 
Albeit my brow thou never should'st behold, 
My voice shall with thy future visions blend, 
And reach into thy heart,—when mine is cold,— 

1075 A token and a tone, even from thy father's mould. 

116 
To aid thy mind's development,—to watch 
Thy dawn of little joys,—to sit and see 

1. Defiled. In a note Byron refers to Macbeth 3.1.66 ("For Banquo's issue have I filed my mind"). 
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Almost thy very growth,—to view thee catch 
Knowledge of objects,—wonders yet to thee! 

1080 To hold thee lightly on a gentle knee, 
And print on thy soft cheek a parent's kiss ,— 
This, it should seem, was not reserv'd for me; 
Yet this was in my nature:—as it is, 

I know not what is there, yet something like to this. 

117 
1085 Yet, though dull Hate as duty should be taught, 

I know that thou wilt love me; though my name 
Should be shut from thee, as a spell still fraught 
With desolation,—and a broken claim: 
Though the grave closed between us,—'twere the same, 

1090 I know that thou wilt love me; though to drain 
M y blood from out thy being, were an aim, 
And an attainment,—all would be in vain,— 

Still thou would'st love me, still that more than life retain. 

118 
The child of love,—though born in bitterness, 

1095 And nurtured in convulsion,—of thy sire 
These were the elements,—and thine no less. 
As yet such are around thee,—but thy fire 
Shall be more tempered, and thy hope far higher. 
Sweet be thy cradled slumbers! O'er the sea, 

1100 And from the mountains where I now respire, 
Fain would I waft such blessing upon thee, 

As, with a sigh, I deem thou might'st have been to me! 

1 8 1 2 , 1 8 1 6 

Manfred Manfred is Byron's first dramatic work. As its subtitle, "A Dramatic 
Poem," indicates, it was not intended to be produced on the stage; Byron also referred 
to it as a "metaphysical" drama—that is, a drama of ideas. He began writing it in the 
autumn of 1816 while living in the Swiss Alps, whose grandeur stimulated his imag-
ination; he finished the drama the following year in Italy. 

Manfred's literary forebears include the villains of Gothic fiction (another Manfred 
can be found in Horace Walpole's Castle of Otranto; see p. 579) and of the Gothic 
dramas Byron had encountered during his time on the board of managers of London's 
Drury Lane Theatre. Manfred also shares traits with the Greek Titan Prometheus, 
rebel against Zeus, ruler of the gods; Milton's Satan; Ahasuerus, the legendary Wan-
dering Jew who, having ridiculed Christ as he bore the Cross to Calvary, is doomed 
to live until Christ's Second Coming; and Faust, who yielded his soul to the devil in 
exchange for superhuman powers. Byron denied that he had ever heard of Marlowe's 
Doctor Faustus, and because he knew no German he had not read Goethe's Faust, of 
which part 1 had been published in 1808. But during an August 1816 visit to Byron 
and the Shelley household, Matthew Lewis (author of the Gothic novel The Monk; 
see pp. 595 and 602) had read parts of Faust to him aloud, translating as he went, 
and Byron worked memories of this oral translation into his own drama in a way that 
evoked Goethe's admiration. 

Like Byron's earlier heroes, Childe Harold and the protagonists of some of his 
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[MANFRED expires.] 
ABBOT He's gone—his soul hath ta'en its earthless f l ight -

Whither? I dread to think—but he is gone. 

1816-17 1817 

Don juan Byron began his masterpiece (pronounced in the English fashion, 
Don Joo-nn) in July 1818, published it in installments beginning with cantos 1 and 
2 in 1819, and continued working on it almost until his death. Initially he improvised 
the poem from episode to episode. "I have no plan," he said, "I had no plan; but I had 
or have materials." The work was composed with remarkable speed (the 888 lines of 
canto 13, for example, were dashed off within a week), and it aims at the effect of 
improvisation rather than of artful compression; it asks to be read rapidly, at a con-
versational pace. 

The poem breaks off with the sixteenth canto, but even in its unfinished state Don 
Juan is the longest satirical poem, and indeed one of the longest poems of any kind, in 
English. Its hero, the Spanish libertine, had in the original legend been superhuman 
in his sexual energy and wickedness. Throughout Byron's version the unspoken but 
persistent joke is that this archetypal lady-killer of European legend is in fact more 
acted upon than active. Unfailingly amiable and well intentioned, he is guilty largely of 
youth, charm, and a courteous and compliant spirit. The women do all the rest. 

The chief models for the poem were the Italian seriocomic versions of medieval 
chivalric romances; the genre had been introduced by Pulci in the fifteenth century 
and was adopted by Ariosto in his Orlando Furioso (1532) . From these writers Byron 
caught the mixed moods and violent oscillations between the sublime and the ridic-
ulous as well as the colloquial management of the complex ottava rima—an eight-
line stanza in which the initial interlaced rhymes (ahahab) build up to the comic turn 
in the final couplet (cc). Byron was influenced in the English use of this Italian form 
by a mildly amusing poem published in 1817, under the pseudonym of "Whistlecraft," 
by his friend John Hookham Frere. Other recognizable antecedents of Don Juan are 
Jonathan Swift's Gulliver's Travels and Samuel Johnson's Rasselas, both of which had 
employed the naive traveler as a satiric device, and Laurence Sterne's novel Tristram 
Shandy, with its comic exploitation of a narrative medium blatantly subject to the 
whimsy of the author. But even the most original literary works play variations on 
inherited conventions. Shelley at once recognized his friend's poem as "something 
wholly new and relative to the age." 

Byron's literary advisers thought the poem unacceptably immoral, and John Murray 
took the precaution of printing the first two installments (cantos 1—2, then 3—5) 
without identifying Byron as the author or himself as the publisher. The eleven com-
pleted cantos that followed were, because of Murray's continuing jitters, brought out 
in 1823—24 by the radical publisher John Hunt. In those cantos Byron's purpose 
deepened. He set out to create a comic yet devastatingly critical history of the Europe 
of his own age, sending the impressionable Juan from West to East and back again, 
from his native Spain to a Russian court (by way of a primitive Greek island and the 
1790 siege of the Turkish town of Ismail) and then into the English gentry's country 
manors. These journeys, which facilitated Byron's satire on almost all existing forms 
of political organization, would, according to the scheme that he projected for the 
poem as a whole, ultimately have taken Juan to a death by guillotining in Revolution-
ary France. 

Yet the controlling element of Don Juan is not the narrative but the narrator. His 
running commentary on Juan's misadventures, his reminiscences, and his opinion-
ated remarks on the epoch of political reaction in which he is actually telling Juan's 
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story together add another level to the poem's engagement with history. The narrator's 
reflections also at the same time lend unity to Don Juan's effervescent variety. Tell-
ingly, the poem opens with the first-person pronoun and immediately lets us into the 
storyteller's predicament: "I want a hero. . . ." The voice then goes on, for almost two 
thousand stanzas, with effortless volubility and shifts of mood. The poet who in his 
brilliant successful youth created the gloomy Byronic hero, in his later and sadder 
life created a character (not the hero, but the narrator of Don Juan) who is one of 
the great comic inventions in English literature. 

FROM D O N J U A N 

Fragment1 

I would to Heaven that I were so much Clay— 
As I am blood—bone—marrow, passion—feeling— 

Because at least the past were past away— 
And for the future—(but I write this reeling 

5 Having got drunk exceedingly to day 
So that I seem to stand upon the ceiling) 

I say—the future is a serious matter— 
And so—for Godsake—Hock2 and Soda water. 

From Canto 1 

[JUAN AND DONNA JULIA] 

I 
I want a hero: an uncommon want, 

When every year and month sends forth a new one, 
Till, after cloying the gazettes with cant, 

The age discovers he is not the true one; 
5 Of such as these I should not cafe to vaunt, 

I'll therefore take our ancient friend Don Juan, 
We all have seen him in the pantomime1 

Sent to the devil, somewhat ere his time. 

5 
Brave men were living before Agamemnon2 

And since, exceeding valorous and sage, 
35 A good deal like him too, though quite the same none; 

But then they shone not on the poet's page, 

1. This stanza was written on the back of a page 
of the manuscript of canto 1. For the author's revi-
sions while composing two stanzas of Don Juan, 
see "Poems in Process," in the appendices to this 
volume. 
2. A white Rhine wine, from the German Hoch-

heimer. 
1. The Juan legend was a popular subject in 
English pantomime. 
2. In Homer's Iliad the king commanding the 
Greeks in the siege of Troy. This line is translated 
from a Latin ode by Horace. 
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And so have been forgotten—I condemn none, 
But can't find any in the present age 

Fit for my poem (that is, for my new one); 
40 So, as I said, I'll take my friend Don Juan. 

6 
Most epic poets plunge in "medias res,"3 

(Horace makes this the heroic turnpike road)4 

And then your hero tells, whene'er you please, 
What went before—by way of episode, 

45 While seated after dinner at his ease, 
Beside his mistress in some soft abode, 

Palace, or garden, paradise, or cavern, 
Which serves the happy couple for a tavern. 

7 
That is the usual method, but not mine— 

50 My way is to begin with the beginning; 
The regularity of my design 

Forbids all wandering as the worst of sinning, 
And therefore I shall open with a line 

(Although it cost me half an hour in spinning) 
55 Narrating somewhat of Don Juan's father, 

And also of his mother, if you'd rather. 

8 
In Seville was he born, a pleasant city, 

Famous for oranges and women—he 
Who has not seen it will be much to pity, 

60 So says the proverb—and I quite agree; 
Of all the Spanish towns is none more pretty, 

Cadiz perhaps—but that you soon may see:— 
Don Juan's parents lived beside the river, 
A noble stream, and call'd the Guadalquivir. 

9 
65 His father's name was Jose5—Don, of course, 

A true Hidalgo,0 free from every stain noble man 
Of Moor or Hebrew blood, he traced his source 

Through the most Gothic gentlemen of Spain; 
A better cavalier ne'er mounted horse, 

70 Or, being mounted, e'er got down again, 
Than Jose, who begot our hero, who 
Begot—but that's to come Well, to renew: 

10 
His mother was a learned lady, famed 

For every branch of every science known— 
75 In every christian language ever named, 

With virtues equall'd by her wit alone, 
She made the cleverest people quite ashamed, 

3. Into the middle of things (Latin; Horace's Art 
of Poetry 148). 
4. I.e., the smoothest road for heroic poetry. 

5. Normally "Jose"; Byron transferred the accent 
to keep his meter. 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



6 7 2 / G E O R G E G O R D O N , L O R D BYRON 

A n d e v e n t h e g o o d w i t h i n w a r d e n v y g r o a n , 
F i n d i n g t h e m s e l v e s s o v e r y m u c h e x c e e d e d 

s o I n t h e i r o w n w a y b y a l l t h e t h i n g s t h a t s h e d id . 

11 
H e r m e m o r y w a s a m i n e : s h e k n e w b y h e a r t 

A l l C a l d e r o n a n d g r e a t e r p a r t o f L o p e , 6 

S o t h a t i f a n y a c t o r m i s s ' d h i s p a r t 
S h e c o u l d h a v e s e r v e d h i m f o r t h e p r o m p t e r ' s c o p y ; 

8 5 F o r h e r F e i n a g l e ' s 7 w e r e a n u s e l e s s a r t , 
A n d h e h i m s e l f o b l i g e d t o s h u t u p s h o p — h e 

C o u l d n e v e r m a k e a m e m o r y s o f i n e a s 
T h a t w h i c h a d o r n ' d t h e b r a i n o f D o n n a I n e z . 

12 
H e r f a v o u r i t e s c i e n c e w a s t h e m a t h e m a t i c a l , 

9 0 H e r n o b l e s t v i r t u e w a s h e r m a g n a n i m i t y , 
H e r w i t ( s h e s o m e t i m e s t r i e d a t w i t ) w a s A t t i c 8 a l l , 

H e r s e r i o u s s a y i n g s d a r k e n ' d t o s u b l i m i t y ; 
I n s h o r t , i n a l l t h i n g s s h e w a s f a i r l y w h a t I c a l l 

A p r o d i g y — h e r m o r n i n g d r e s s w a s d i m i t y , 0 cotton 
9 5 H e r e v e n i n g s i lk , o r , i n t h e s u m m e r , m u s l i n , 

A n d o t h e r s t u f f s , w i t h w h i c h I w o n ' t s t a y p u z z l i n g . 

!3 
S h e k n e w t h e L a t i n — t h a t is , " t h e L o r d ' s p r a y e r , " 

A n d G r e e k — t h e a l p h a b e t — I ' m n e a r l y s u r e ; 
S h e r e a d s o m e F r e n c h r o m a n c e s h e r e a n d t h e r e , 

IOO A l t h o u g h h e r m o d e o f s p e a k i n g w a s n o t p u r e ; 
F o r n a t i v e S p a n i s h s h e h a d n o g r e a t c a r e , 

A t l e a s t h e r c o n v e r s a t i o n w a s o b s c u r e ; 
H e r t h o u g h t s w e r e t h e o r e m s , h e r w o r d s a p r o b l e m , 
A s i f s h e d e e m ' d t h a t m y s t e r y w o u l d e n n o b l e ' e m . 

a *= * 

22 
' T i s p i t y l e a r n e d v i r g i n s e v e r w e d 

170 W i t h p e r s o n s o f n o s o r t o f e d u c a t i o n , 
O r g e n t l e m e n , w h o , t h o u g h w e l l - b o r n a n d b r e d , 

G r o w t i r e d o f s c i e n t i f i c c o n v e r s a t i o n : 
I d o n ' t c h o o s e t o s a y m u c h u p o n t h i s h e a d , 

I ' m a p l a i n m a n , a n d i n a s i n g l e s t a t i o n , 
175 B u t — O h ! y e l o r d s o f l a d i e s i n t e l l e c t u a l , 

I n f o r m u s t r u l y , h a v e t h e y n o t h e n - p e c k ' d y o u a l l ? 

23 
D o n J o s e a n d h i s l a d y q u a r r e l l ' d — w h y , 

N o t a n y o f t h e m a n y c o u l d d i v i n e , 
T h o u g h s e v e r a l t h o u s a n d p e o p l e c h o s e t o t ry , 

6. Calderon de la Barea and Lope de Vega, the 
great Spanish dramatists of the early 17th century. 
7. Gregor von Feinagle, a German expert on the 
art of memory, who had lectured in England in 

1811. 
8. Athenian. Attic salt is a term for the famed wit 
of the Athenians. 
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180 'Twas surely no concern of theirs nor mine; 
I loathe that low vice curiosity, 

But if there's any thing in which I shine 
'Tis in arranging all my friends' affairs. 
Not having, of my own, domestic cares. 

24 
is? And so I interfered, and with the best 

Intentions, but their treatment was not kind; 
I think the foolish people were possess'd, 

For neither of them could I ever find, 
Although their porter afterwards confess'd— 

190 But that's no matter, and the worst's behind, 
For little Juan o'er me threw, down stairs, 
A pail of housemaid's water unawares. 

25 
A little curly-headed, good-for-nothing, 

And mischief-making monkey from his birth; 
195 His parents ne'er agreed except in doting 

Upon the most unquiet imp on earth; 
Instead of quarrelling, had they been but both in 

Their senses, they'd have sent young master forth 
To school, or had him soundly whipp'd at home, 

200 To teach him manners for the time to come. 

26 
Don Jose and the Donna Inez led 

For some time an unhappy sort of life, 
Wishing each other, not divorced, but dead; 

They lived respectably as man and wife, 
205 Their conduct was exceedingly well-bred, 

And gave no outward signs of inward strife, 
Until at length the smother'd fire broke out, 
And put the business past all kind of doubt. 

2.7 
For Inez call'd some druggists and physicians, 

210 And tried to prove her loving lord was mad,9 

But as he had some lucid intermissions, 
She next decided he was only bad; 

Yet when they ask'd her for her depositions, 
No sort of explanation could be had, 

215 Save that her duty both to man and God 
Required this conduct—which seem'd very odd. 

28 
She kept a journal, where his faults were noted, 

And open'd certain trunks of books and letters, 
All which might, if occasion served, be quoted; 

9. Lady Byron had thought her husband might be 
insane and sought medical advice on the matter. 
This and other passages obviously allude to his 
wife, although Byron insisted that Donna Inez was 

not intended to be a caricature of Lady Byron. In 
her determination to preserve her son's innocence, 
Donna Inez also shares traits with Byron's mother. 
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220 A n d t h e n s h e h a d a l l S e v i l l e f o r a b e t t o r s , 
B e s i d e s h e r g o o d o l d g r a n d m o t h e r ( w h o d o t e d ) ; 

T h e h e a r e r s o f h e r c a s e b e c a m e r e p e a t e r s , 
T h e n a d v o c a t e s , i n q u i s i t o r s , a n d j u d g e s , 
S o m e f o r a m u s e m e n t , o t h e r s f o r o l d g r u d g e s . 

2 9 

225 A n d t h e n t h i s b e s t a n d m e e k e s t w o m a n b o r e 
W i t h s u c h s e r e n i t y h e r h u s b a n d ' s w o e s , 

J u s t a s t h e S p a r t a n l a d i e s d i d o f y o r e , 
W h o s a w t h e i r s p o u s e s k i l l 'd , a n d n o b l y c h o s e 

N e v e r t o s a y a w o r d a b o u t t h e m m o r e — 
230 C a l m l y s h e h e a r d e a c h c a l u m n y t h a t r o s e , 

A n d s a w his a g o n i e s w i t h s u c h s u b l i m i t y , 
T h a t a l l t h e w o r l d e x c l a i m ' d " W h a t m a g n a n i m i t y ! " 

3 2 

T h e i r f r i e n d s h a d t r i e d a t r e c o n c i l i a t i o n , 
250 T h e n t h e i r r e l a t i o n s , w h o m a d e m a t t e r s w o r s e ; 

( ' T w e r e h a r d t o s a y u p o n a l i k e o c c a s i o n 
T o w h o m i t m a y b e b e s t t o h a v e r e c o u r s e — 

I c a n ' t s a y m u c h f o r f r i e n d o r y e t r e l a t i o n ) : 
T h e l a w y e r s d i d t h e i r u t m o s t f o r d i v o r c e , 

255 B u t s c a r c e a f e e w a s p a i d o n e i t h e r s i d e 
B e f o r e , u n l u c k i l y , D o n J o s e d i e d . 

33 
H e d i e d : a n d m o s t u n l u c k i l y , b e c a u s e , 

A c c o r d i n g t o a l l h i n t s I c o u l d c o l l e c t 
F r o m c o u n s e l l e a r n e d i n t h o s e k i n d s o f l a w s , 

260 ( A l t h o u g h t h e i r t a l k ' s o b s c u r e a n d c i r c u m s p e c t ) 
H i s d e a t h c o n t r i v e d to s p o i l a c h a r m i n g c a u s e ; 0 law case 

A t h o u s a n d p i t i e s a l s o w i t h r e s p e c t 
T o p u b l i c f e e l i n g , w h i c h o n t h i s o c c a s i o n 
W a s m a n i f e s t e d i n a g r e a t s e n s a t i o n . 

37. 
D y i n g i n t e s t a t e , 0 J u a n w a s s o l e h e i r without a will 

290 T o a c h a n c e r y s u i t , a n d m e s s u a g e s , 1 a n d l a n d s , 
W h i c h , w i t h a l o n g m i n o r i t y a n d c a r e , 

P r o m i s e d t o t u r n o u t w e l l i n p r o p e r h a n d s : 
I n e z b e c a m e s o l e g u a r d i a n , w h i c h w a s f a i r , 

A n d a n s w e r ' d b u t t o n a t u r e ' s j u s t d e m a n d s ; 
295 A n o n l y s o n l e f t w i t h a n o n l y m o t h e r 

I s b r o u g h t u p m u c h m o r e w i s e l y t h a n a n o t h e r . 

1. Houses and the adjoining lands. "Chancery suit": a case in what was then the highest English court, 
notorious for its delays. 
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Sagest of women, even of widows, she 
Resolved that Juan should be quite a paragon, 

And worthy of the noblest pedigree: 
300 (His sire was of Castile, his dam from Arragon). 

Then for accomplishments of chivalry, 
In case our lord the king should go to war again, 

He learn'd the arts of riding, fencing, gunnery, 
And how to scale a fortress—or a nunnery. 

39 
305 But that which Donna Inez most desired, 

And saw into herself each day before all 
The learned tutors whom for him she hired, 

Was, that his breeding should be strictly moral; 
Much into all his studies she inquired, 

310 And so they were submitted first to her, all, 
Arts, sciences, no branch was made a mystery 
To Juan's eyes, excepting natural history.2 

4° 
The languages, especially the dead, 

The sciences, and most of all the abstruse, 
315 The arts, at least all such as could be said 

To be the most remote from common use, 
In all these he was much and deeply read; 

But not a page of anything that's loose, 
Or hints continuation of the species, 

320 Was ever suffer'd, lest he should grow vicious. 

41 
His classic studies made a little puzzle, 

Because of filthy loves of gods and goddesses, 
Who in the earlier ages made a bustle, 

But never put on pantaloons or boddices; 
325 His reverend tutors had at times a tussle, 

And for their Aeneids, Iliads, and Odysseys, 
Were forced to make an odd sort of apology, 
For Donna Inez dreaded the mythology. 

42 
Ovid's a rake, as half his verses show him, 

330 Anacreon's morals are a still worse sample, 
Catullus scarcely has a decent poem, 

I don't think Sappho's Ode a good example, 
Although Longinus3 tells us there is no hymn 

Where the sublime soars forth on wings more ample; 
335 But Virgil's songs are pure, except that horrid one 

Beginning with "Formosum Pastor Corydon. "4 

2. Includes biology, physiology, and particularly 
botany, popular in the era in part because study of 
plants' stamens and pistils offered a form of sur-
reptitious sex education. 
3. In On the Sublime 10, the Greek rhetorician 

Longinus praises a passage of erotic longing from 
one of Sappho's odes. 
4. Virgil's Eclogue 2 begins: "The shepherd, Cor-
ydon, burned with love for the handsome Alexis." 
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4 3 
Lucretius' irreligion5 is too strong 

For early stomachs, to prove wholesome food; 
I can't help thinking Juvenal6 was wrong, 

340 Although no doubt his real intent was good, 
For speaking out so plainly in his song, 

So much indeed as to be downright rude; 
And then what proper person can be partial 
To all those nauseous epigrams of Martial? 

4 4 

345 Juan was taught from out the best edition, 
Expurgated by learned men, who place, 

Judiciously, from out the schoolboy's vision, 
The grosser parts; but fearful to deface 

Too much their modest bard by this omission, 
350 And pitying sore his mutilated case, 

They only add them all in an appendix,7 

Which saves, in fact, the trouble of an index. 

For my part I say nothing—nothing—but 
4io This I will say—my reasons are my own— 

That if I had an only son to put 
To school (as God be praised that I have none) 

'Tis not with Donna Inez I would shut 
Him up to learn his catechism alone, 

415 No—No—I'd send him out betimes to college, 
For there it was I pick'd up my own knowledge. 

5 3 
For there one learns—'tis not for me to boast, 

Though I acquired—but I pass over that, 
As well as all the Greek I since have lost: 

420 I say that there's the place—but "Verbum sat,"8 

I think I pick'd up too, as well as most, 
Knowledge of matters—but no matter what— 

I never married—but, I think, I know 
That sons should not be educated so. 

5 4 
425 Young Juan now was sixteen years of age, 

Tall, handsome, slender, but well knit; he seem'd 
Active, though not so sprightly, as a page; 

And every body but his mother deem'd 
Him almost man; but she flew in a rage, 

5. In De Rerum Natura (On the Nature of Things), 
Lucretius argues that the universe can be 
explained in entirely materialist terms without ref-
erence to any god. 
6. The Latin satires of Juvenal attacked the cor-
ruption of Roman society in the 1st century c.E. 

and displayed its vices. 
7. Fact! There is, or was, such an edition, with all 
the obnoxious epigrams of Martial placed by them-
selves at the end [Byron's note]. Martial, another 
Latin poet, was a contemporary of Juvenal. 
8. A word [to the wise] is sufficient (Latin). 
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430 And bit her lips (for else she might have scream'd), 
If any said so, for to be precocious 
Was in her eyes a thing the most atrocious. 

55 
Amongst her numerous acquaintance, all 

Selected for discretion and devotion, 
435 There was the Donna Julia, whom to call 

Pretty were but to give a feeble notion 
Of many charms in her as natural 

As sweetness to the flower, or salt to ocean, 
Her zone to Venus,9 or his bow to Cupid, 

440 (But this last simile is trite and stupid). 

56 
The darkness of her Oriental eye 

Accorded with her Moorish origin; 
(Her blood was not all Spanish, by the by; 

In Spain, you know, this is a sort of sin). 
445 When proud Grenada fell, and, forced to fly, 

Boabdil wept,1 of Donna Julia's kin 
Some went to Africa, some staid in Spain, 
Her great great grandmamma chose to remain. 

57 
She married (I forget the pedigree) 

450 With an Hidalgo, who transmitted down 
His blood less noble than such blood should be; 

At such alliances his sires would frown, 
In that point so precise in each degree 

That they bred in and in, as might be shown, 
455 Marrying their cousins—nay, their aunts and nieces, 

Which always spoils the breed, if it increases. 

58 
This heathenish cross restored the breed again, 

Ruin'd its blood, but much improved its flesh; 
For, from a root the ugliest in Old Spain 

460 Sprung up a branch as beautiful as fresh; 
The sons no more were short, the daughters plain: 

But there's a rumour which I fain would hush, 
'Tis said that Donna Julia's grandmamma 
Produced her Don more heirs at love than law. 

59 
465 However this might be, the race0 went on family line 

Improving still through every generation, 
Until it center'd in an only son, 

Who left an only daughter; my narration 
May have suggested that this single one 

470 Could be but Julia (whom on this occasion 

9. The belt ("zone") of Venus made its wearer sex-
ually irresistible. 
1. The Moorish king of Granada (the last Islamic 

enclave in Spain) wept when his capital fell and he 
and his people were forced to emigrate to Africa 
(1492). 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



6 7 8 / G E O R G E G O R D O N , L O R D BYRON 

I shall have much to speak about), and she 
Was married, charming, chaste,2 and twenty-three. 

60 
Her eye (I'm very fond of handsome eyes) 

Was large and dark, suppressing half its fire 
475 Until she spoke, then through its soft disguise 

Flash'd an expression more of pride than ire, 
And love than either; and there would arise 

A something in them which was not desire, 
But would have been, perhaps, but for the soul 

480 Which struggled through and chasten'd down the whole. 

61 
Her glossy hair was cluster'd o'er a brow 

Bright with intelligence, and fair and smooth; 
Her eyebrow's shape was like the aerial bow, 

Her cheek all purple with the beam of youth, 
485 Mounting, at times, to a transparent glow, 

As if her veins ran lightning; she, in sooth, 
Possess'd an air and grace by no means common: 
Her stature tall—I hate a dumpy woman. 

62 
Wedded she was some years, and to a man 

490 Of fifty, and such husbands are in plenty; 
And yet, I think, instead of such a ONE 

'Twere better to have TWO of five and twenty, 
Especially in countries near the sun: 

And now I think on't, "mi vien in mente,"3 

495 Ladies even of the most uneasy virtue 
Prefer a spouse whose age is short of thirty. 

63 
'Tis a sad thing, I cannot choose but say, 

And all the fault of that indecent sun, 
Who cannot leave alone our helpless clay, 

500 But will keep baking, broiling, burning on, 
That howsoever people fast and pray 

The flesh is frail, and so the soul undone: 
What men call gallantry, and gods adultery, 
Is much more common where the climate's sultry. 

64 
505 Happy the nations of the moral north! 

Where all is virtue, and the winter season 
Sends sin, without a rag on, shivering forth; 

('Twas snow that brought St. Francis back to reason); 
Where juries cast up what a wife is worth 

510 By laying whate'er sum, in mulct,4 they please on 
The lover, who must pay a handsome price, 
Because it is a marketable vice. 

2. I.e., faithful to her husband. 
3. It comes to my mind (Italian). 

4. By way of a fine or legal penalty. 
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Alfonso was the name of Julia's lord, 
A man well looking for his years, and who 

515 Was neither much beloved, nor yet abhorr'd; 
They lived together as most people do, 

Suffering each other's foibles by accord, 
And not exactly either one or two; 

Yet he was jealous, though he did not show it, 
520 For jealousy dislikes the world to know it. 

# « $ 

69 
545 Juan she saw, and, as a pretty child, 

Caress'd him often, such a thing might be 
Quite innocently done, and harmless styled, 

When she had twenty years, and thirteen he; 
But I am not so sure I should have smiled 

550 When he was sixteen, Julia twenty-three, 
These few short years make wondrous alterations, 
Particularly amongst sun-burnt nations. 

70 
Whate'er the cause might be, they had become 

Changed; for the dame grew distant, the youth shy, 
555 Their looks cast down, their greetings almost dumb, 

And much embarrassment in either eye; 
There surely will be little doubt with some 

That Donna Julia knew the reason why, 
But as for Juan, he had no more notion 

560 Than he who never saw the sea of ocean. 

71 
Yet Julia's very coldness still was kind, 

And tremulously gentle her small hand 
Withdrew itself from his, but left behind 

A little pressure, thrilling, and so bland 
565 And slight, so very slight, that to the mind 

'Twas but a doubt; but ne'er magician's wand 
Wrought change with all Armida's5 fairy art 
Like what this light touch left on Juan's heart. 

And if she met him, though she smiled no more, 
570 She look'd a sadness sweeter than her smile, 

As if her heart had deeper thoughts in store 
She must not own, but cherish'd more the while, 

For that compression in its burning core; 
Even innocence itself has many a wile, 

575 And will not dare to trust itself with truth, 
And love is taught hypocrisy from youth. 

5. The sorceress in Torquato Tasso's Jerusalem Delivered (1581) who seduces Rinaldo into forgetting his 
vows as a crusader. 
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75 
Poor Julia's heart was in an awkward state; 

She felt it going, and resolved to make 
The noblest efforts for herself and mate, 

For honour's, pride's, religion's, virtue's sake; 
Her resolutions were most truly great, 

And almost might have made a Tarquin6 quake; 
She pray'd the Virgin Mary for her grace, 
As being the best judge of a lady's case. 

76 
She vow'd she never would see Juan more, 

And next day paid a visit to his mother, 
And look'd extremely at the opening door, 

Which, by the Virgin's grace, let in another; 
Grateful she was, and yet a little sore— 

Again it opens, it can be no other, 
'Tis surely Juan now—No! I'm afraid 
That night the Virgin was no further pray'd. 

77 
She now determined that a virtuous woman 

Should rather face and overcome temptation, 
That flight was base and dastardly, and no man 

Should ever give her heart the least sensation; 
That is to say, a thought beyond the common 

Preference, that we must feel upon occasion, 
For people who are pleasanter than others, 
But then they only seem so many brothers. 

78 
And even if by chance—and who can tell? 

The devil's so very sly—she should discover 
That all within was not so very well, 

And, if still free, that such or such a lover 
Might please perhaps, a virtuous wife can quell 

Such thoughts, and be the better when they're over; 
And if the man should ask,'tis but denial: 
I recommend young ladies to make trial. 

79 
And then there are such things as love divine, 

Bright and immaculate, unmix'd and pure, 
Such as the angels think so very fine, 

And matrons, who would be no less secure, 
Platonic, perfect, "just such love as mine": 

Thus Julia said—and thought so, to be sure, 
And so I'd have her think, were I the man 
On whom her reveries celestial ran. 

6. A member of a legendary family of Roman kings noted for tyranny and cruelty; perhaps a reference 
specifically to Lucius Tarquinus, the villain of Shakespeare's The Rape of Lucrece. 
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So much for Julia. Now we'll turn to Juan, 
Poor little fellow! he had no idea 

Of his own case, and never hit the true one; 
In feelings quick as Ovid's Miss Medea,7 

685 He puzzled over what he found a new one, 
But not as yet imagined it could be a 

Thing quite in course, and not at all alarming, 
Which, with a little patience, might grow charming. 

* * 

90 
Young Juan wander'd by the glassy brooks 

Thinking unutterable things; he threw 
715 Himself at length within the leafy nooks 

Where the wild branch of the cork forest grew; 
There poets find materials for their books, 

And every now and then we read them through, 
So that their plan and prosody are eligible, 

720 Unless, like Wordsworth, they prove unintelligible. 

91 
He, Juan (and not Wordsworth), so pursued 

His self-communion with his own high soul, 
Until his mighty heart, in its great mood, 

Had mitigated part, though not the whole 
725 Of its disease; he did the best he could 

With things not very subject to control, 
And turn'd, without perceiving his condition, 
Like Coleridge, into a metaphysician. 

92 
He thought about himself, and the whole earth, 

730 Of man the wonderful, and of the stars, 
And how the deuce they ever could have birth; 

And then he thought of earthquakes, and of wars, 
How many miles the moon might have in girth, 

Of air-balloons, and of the many bars 
735 To perfect knowledge of the boundless skies; 

And then he thought of Donna Julia's eyes. 

93 
In thoughts like these true wisdom may discern 

Longings sublime, and aspirations high, 
Which some are born with, but the most part learn 

740 To plague themselves withal, they know not why: 
'Twas strange that one so young should thus concern 

His brain about the action of the sky; 
If you think 'twas philosophy that this did, 
I can't help thinking puberty assisted. 

7. In Metamorphoses 7 Ovid tells the story of Medea's mad infatuation for Jason. 
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94 
745 He pored upon the leaves, and on the flowers, 

And heard a voice in all the winds; and then 
He thought of wood nymphs and immortal bowers, 

And how the goddesses came down to men: 
He miss'd the pathway, he forgot the hours, 

750 And when he look'd upon his watch again, 
He found how much old Time had been a winner— 
He also found that he had lost his dinner. 

$ $ * 

i°3 
'Twas on a summer's day—the sixth of June:— 

I like to be particular in dates, 
Not only of the age, and year, but moon; 

820 They are a sort of post-house, where the Fates 
Change horses, making history change its tune, 

Then spur away o'er empires and o'er states, 
Leaving at last not much besides chronology, 
Excepting the post-obits8 of theology. 

104 
825 'Twas on the sixth of June, about the hour 

Of half-past six—perhaps still nearer seven, 
When Julia sate within as pretty a bower 

As e'er held houri in that heathenish heaven 
Described by Mahomet, and Anacreon Moore,9 

830 To whom the lyre and laurels have been given, 
With all the trophies of triumphant song— 
He won them well, and may he wear them long! 

105 
She sate, but not alone; I know not well 

How this same interview had taken place, 
835 And even if I knew, I should not tell— 

People should hold their tongues in any case; 
No matter how or why the thing befell, 

But there were she and Juan, face to face— 
When two such faces are so,'twould be wise, 

840 But very difficult, to shut their eyes. 

106 
How beautiful she look'd! her conscious1 heart 

Glow'd in her cheek, and yet she felt no wrong. 
Oh Love! how perfect is thy mystic art, 

Strengthening the weak, and trampling on the strong, 

8. I.e., postobit bonds (post obitum, "after death" 
[Latin]): loans to an heir that fall due after the 
death of the person whose estate he or she is to 
inherit. Byron's meaning is probably that only the-
ology purports to tell us what rewards are due in 
heaven. 
9. Byron's friend the poet Thomas Moore, who in 

1800 had translated the Odes of the ancient Greek 
Anacreon and whose popular Orientalist poem 
Lalla Rookh (1817) had portrayed the "heathenish 
heaven" of Islam as populated by "houris," beau-
tiful maidens who in the afterlife will give heroes 
their reward. 
1. Secretly aware (of her feelings). 
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845 How self-deceitful is the sagest part 
Of mortals whom thy lure hath led along— 

The precipice she stood on was immense, 
So was her creed° in her own innocence. belief 

107 
She thought of her own strength, and Juan's youth, 

850 And of the folly of all prudish fears, 
Victorious virtue, and domestic truth, 

And then of Don Alfonso's fifty years: 
I wish these last had not occurr'd, in sooth, 

Because that number rarely much endears, 
855 And through all climes, the snowy and the sunny, 

Sounds ill in love, whate'er it may in money. 

$ $ 

u 3 
The sun set, and up rose the yellow moon: 

The devil's in the moon for mischief; they 
Who call'd her CHASTE, methinks, began too soon 

900 Their nomenclature; there is not a day, 
The longest, not the twenty-first of June, 

Sees half the business in a wicked way 
On which three single hours of moonshine smile— 
And then she looks so modest all the while. 

114 
905 There is a dangerous silence in that hour, 

A stillness, which leaves room for the full soul 
To open all itself, without the power 

Of calling wholly back its self-control; 
The silver light which, hallowing tree and tower, 

910 Sheds beauty and deep softness o'er the whole, 
Breathes also to the heart, and o'er it throws 
A loving languor, which is not repose. 

" 5 
And Julia sate with Juan, half embraced 

And half retiring from the glowing arm, 
915 Which trembled like the bosom where 'twas placed; 

Yet still she must have thought there was no harm, 
Or else 'twere easy to withdraw her waist; 

But then the situation had its charm, 
And then—God knows what next—I can't go on; 

920 I'm almost sorry that I e'er begun. 

116 
Oh Plato! Plato! you have paved the way, 

With your confounded fantasies, to more 
Immoral conduct by the fancied sway 

Your system feigns o'er the controlless core 
925 Of human hearts, than all the long array 

Of poets and romancers:—You're a bore, 
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A charlatan, a coxcomb—and have been, 
At best, no better than a go-between. 

1 17 
And Julia's voice was lost, except in sighs, 

930 Until too late for useful conversation; 
The tears were gushing from her gentle eyes, 

I wish, indeed, they had not had occasion, 
But who, alas! can love, and then be wise? 

Not that remorse did not oppose temptation, 
935 A little still she strove, and much repented, 

And whispering "I will ne'er consent"—consented. 

* $ $ 

126 
'Tis sweet to win, no matter how, one's laurels 

By blood or ink; 'tis sweet to put an end 
To strife; 'tis sometimes sweet to have our quarrels, 

Particularly with a tiresome friend; 
1005 Sweet is old wine in bottles, ale in barrels; 

Dear is the helpless creature we defend 
Against the world; and dear the schoolboy spot 
We ne'er forget, though there we are forgot. 

127 
But sweeter still than this, than these, than all, 

1010 Is first and passionate love—it stands alone, 
Like Adam's recollection of his fall; 

The tree of knowledge has been pluck'd—all's known— 
And life yields nothing further to recall 

Worthy of this ambrosial sin, so shown, 
1015 No doubt in fable, as the unforgiven 

Fire which Prometheus2 filch'd for us from heaven. 

* <• * 

'33 
Man's a phenomenon, one knows not what, 

And wonderful beyond all wondrous measure; 
'Tis pity though, in this sublime world, that 

1060 Pleasure's a sin, and sometimes sin's a pleasure; 
Few mortals know what end they would be at, 

But whether glory, power, or love, or treasure, 
The path is through perplexing ways, and when 
The goal is gain'd, we die, you know—and then— 

r34 
1065 What then?—I do not know, no more do you— 

And so good night.—Return we to our story: 
'Twas in November, when fine days are few, 

And the far mountains wax a little hoary, 
And clap a white cape on their mantles blue; 

2. The Titan Prometheus incurred the wrath of Zeus by stealing fire from heaven for humans. 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



Do N JUAN, CANTO 1 / 6 8 5 

1070 A n d t h e s e a d a s h e s r o u n d t h e p r o m o n t o r y , 
A n d t h e l o u d b r e a k e r b o i l s a g a i n s t t h e r o c k , 
A n d s o b e r s u n s m u s t s e t a t f ive o ' c l o c k . 

'35 
' T w a s , a s t h e w a t c h m e n say , a c l o u d y n i g h t ; 

N o m o o n , n o s t a r s , t h e w i n d w a s l o w o r l o u d 
1075 B y g u s t s , a n d m a n y a s p a r k l i n g h e a r t h w a s b r i g h t 

W i t h t h e p i l e d w o o d , r o u n d w h i c h t h e f a m i l y c r o w d ; 
T h e r e ' s s o m e t h i n g c h e e r f u l i n t h a t s o r t o f l i g h t , 

E v e n a s a s u m m e r sky 's w i t h o u t a c l o u d : 
I ' m f o n d o f f i re , a n d c r i c k e t s , a n d a l l t h a t , 

1080 A l o b s t e r - s a l a d , a n d c h a m p a g n e , a n d c h a t . 

1 3 6 

' T w a s m i d n i g h t — D o n n a J u l i a w a s i n b e d , 
S l e e p i n g , m o s t p r o b a b l y — w h e n a t h e r d o o r 

A r o s e a c l a t t e r m i g h t a w a k e t h e d e a d , 
I f t h e y h a d n e v e r b e e n a w o k e b e f o r e , 

1085 A n d t h a t t h e y h a v e b e e n s o w e a l l h a v e r e a d , 
A n d a r e t o b e s o , a t t h e l e a s t , o n c e m o r e — 

T h e d o o r w a s f a s t e n ' d , b u t w i t h v o i c e a n d f i s t 
F i r s t k n o c k s w e r e h e a r d , t h e n " M a d a m — M a d a m — h i s t ! 

137 
" F o r G o d ' s s a k e , M a d a m — M a d a m — h e r e ' s m y m a s t e r , 

W i t h m o r e t h a n h a l f t h e c i t y a t h i s b a c k — 
W a s e v e r h e a r d o f s u c h a c u r s t d i s a s t e r ! 

' T i s n o t m y f a u l t — I k e p t g o o d w a t c h — A l a c k ! 
D o , p r a y u n d o t h e b o l t a l i t t l e f a s t e r — 

T h e y ' r e o n t h e s t a i r j u s t n o w , a n d i n a c r a c k 0 moment 
W i l l a l l b e h e r e ; p e r h a p s h e y e t m a y f l y — 
S u r e l y t h e w i n d o w ' s n o t s o very h i g h ! " 

138 
B y t h i s t i m e D o n A l f o n s o w a s a r r i v e d , 

W i t h t o r c h e s , f r i e n d s , a n d s e r v a n t s i n g r e a t n u m b e r ; 
T h e m a j o r p a r t o f t h e m h a d l o n g b e e n w i v e d , 

1100 A n d t h e r e f o r e p a u s e d n o t t o d i s t u r b t h e s l u m b e r 
O f a n y w i c k e d w o m a n , w h o c o n t r i v e d 

B y s t e a l t h h e r h u s b a n d ' s t e m p l e s t o e n c u m b e r : 3 

E x a m p l e s o f t h i s k i n d a r e s o c o n t a g i o u s , 
W e r e o n e n o t p u n i s h ' d , a l l w o u l d b e o u t r a g e o u s . 

!39 
I c a n ' t t e l l h o w , o r w h y , o r w h a t s u s p i c i o n 

C o u l d e n t e r i n t o D o n A l f o n s o ' s h e a d ; 
B u t f o r a c a v a l i e r o f h i s c o n d i t i o n 0 rank 

I t s u r e l y w a s e x c e e d i n g l y i l l - b r e d 
W i t h o u t a w o r d o f p r e v i o u s a d m o n i t i o n , 

T o h o l d a l e v e e 4 r o u n d h i s l ady ' s b e d , 
A n d s u m m o n l a c k e y s , a r m ' d w i t h f i r e a n d s w o r d , 
T o p r o v e h i m s e l f t h e t h i n g h e m o s t a b h o r r ' d . 

3. I.e., with horns that, growing on the forehead, band. 
were the traditional emblem of the cuckolded hus- 4. Morning reception. 

1090 

1095 

1105 

1110 
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140 
Poor Donna Julia! starting as from sleep, 

(Mind—that I do not say—she had not slept) 
ins Began at once to scream, and yawn, and weep; 

Her maid Antonia, who was an adept, 
Contrived to fling the bed-clothes in a heap, 

As if she had just now from out them crept: 
I can't tell why she should take all this trouble 

1120 To prove her mistress had been sleeping double. 

141 
But Julia mistress, and Antonia maid, 

Appear'd like two poor harmless women, who 
Of goblins, but still more of men afraid, 

Had thought one man might be deterr'd by two, 
1125 And therefore side by side were gently laid, 

Until the hours of absence should run through, 
And truant husband should return, and say, 
"My dear, I was the first who came away." 

142 
Now Julia found at length a voice, and cried, 

1130 "In heaven's name, Don Alfonso, what d'ye mean? 
Has madness seized you? would that I had died 

Ere such a monster's victim I had been! 
What may this midnight violence betide, 

A sudden fit of drunkenness or spleen? 
1135 Dare you suspect me, whom the thought would kill? 

Search, then, the room!"—Alfonso said, "I will." 

143 
He search'd, they search'd, and rummaged every where, 

Closet and clothes'-press, chest and window-seat, 
And found much linen, lace, and seven pair 

1140 Of stockings, slippers, brushes, combs, complete, 
With other articles of ladies fair, 

To keep them beautiful, or leave them neat: 
Arras5 they prick'd and curtains with their swords, 
And wounded several shutters, and some boards. 

144 
1145 Under the bed they search'd, and there they found—6 

No matter what—it was not that they sought; 
They open'd windows, gazing if the ground 

Had signs or footmarks, but the earth said nought; 
And then they stared each others' faces round: 

1150 'Tis odd, not one of all these seekers thought, 
And seems to me almost a sort of blunder, 
Of looking in the bed as well as under. 

145 
During this inquisition Julia's tongue 

Was not asleep—"Yes, search and search," she cried, 

5. A tapestry hanging on a wall. 6. Perhaps a chamber pot. 
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us? "Insult on insult heap, and wrong on wrong! 
It was for this that I became a bride! 

For this in silence I have suffer'd long 
A husband like Alfonso at my side; 

But now I'll bear no more, nor here remain, 
1160 If there be law, or lawyers, in all Spain. 

146 
"Yes, Don Alfonso! husband now no more, 

If ever you indeed deserved the name, 
Is't worthy of your years?—you have threescore, 

Fifty, or sixty—it is all the same— 
ii65 Is't wise or fitting causeless to explore 

For facts against a virtuous woman's fame? 
Ungrateful, perjured, barbarous Don Alfonso, 
How dare you think your lady would go on so?" 

159 
1265 The Senhor Don Alfonso stood confused; 

Antonia bustled round the ransack'd room, 
And, turning up her nose, with looks abused 

Her master, and his myrmidons,7 of whom 
Not one, except the attorney, was amused; 

1270 He, like Achates,8 faithful to the tomb, 
So there were quarrels, cared not for the cause, 
Knowing they must be settled by the laws. 

160 
With prying snub-nose, and small eyes, he stood, 

Following Antonia's motions here and there, 
1275 With much suspicion in his attitude; 

For reputations he had little care; 
So that a suit or action were made good, 

Small pity had he for the young and fair, 
And ne'er believed in negatives, till these 

1280 Were proved by competent false witnesses. 

161 
But Don Alfonso stood with downcast looks, 

And, truth to say, he made a foolish figure; 
When, after searching in five hundred nooks, 

And treating a young wife with so much rigour, 
1285 He gain'd no point, except some self-rebukes, 

Added to those his lady with such vigour 
Had pour'd upon him for the last half-hour, 
Quick, thick, and heavy—as a thunder-shower. 

162 
At first he tried to hammer an excuse, 

1290 To which the sole reply was tears, and sobs, 

7. Servants, so named for the followers Achilles 
led to the Trojan War. 
8. The fidus Achates ("faithful Achates") ofVirgil's 

Aeneid, whose loyalty to Aeneas has become pro-
verbial. 
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And indications of hysterics, whose 
Prologue is always certain throes, and throbs, 

Gasps, and whatever else the owners choose:— 
Alfonso saw his wife, and thought of Job's;9 

1295 He saw too, in perspective, her relations, 
And then he tried to muster all his patience. 

163 
He stood in act to speak, or rather stammer, 

But sage Antonia cut him short before 
The anvil of his speech received the hammer, 

1300 With "Pray sir, leave the room, and say no more, 
Or madam dies."—Alfonso mutter'd "D—n her," 

But nothing else, the time of words was o'er; 
He cast a rueful look or two, and did, 
He knew not wherefore, that which he was bid. 

164 
1305 With him retired his "posse comitatus,"' 

The attorney last, who linger'd near the door, 
Reluctantly, still tarrying there as late as 

Antonia let him—not a little sore 
At this most strange and unexplain'd "hiatus" 

1310 In Don Alfonso's facts, which just now wore 
An awkward look; as he resolved the case 
The door was fasten'd in his legal face. 

165 
No sooner was it bolted, than—Oh shame! 

Oh sin! Oh sorrow! and Oh womankind! 
1315 How can you do such things and keep your fame, 

Unless this world, and t'other too, be blind? 
Nothing so dear as an unfilch'd good name! 

But to proceed—for there is more behind: 
With much heart-felt reluctance be it said, 

1320 Young Juan slipp'd, half-smother'd, from the bed. 

166 
He had been hid—I don't pretend to say 

How, nor can I indeed describe the where— 
Young, slender, and pack'd easily, he lay, 

No doubt, in little compass, round or square; 
1325 But pity him I neither must nor may 

His suffocation by that pretty pair; 
'Twere better, sure, to die so, than be shut 
With maudlin Clarence in his Malmsey butt.2 

$ $ $ 

9. Job's wife advised her afflicted husband to 
"curse God, and die," He replied, "Thou speakest 
as one of the foolish women speaketh" (Job 2.9— 
10). 
1. The complete form of the modern word posse 
(posse comitatus means literally "power of the 

county" [Latin], i.e., the body of citizens sum-
moned by a sheriff to preserve order in the county). 
2. Clarence, brother of Edward IV and of the 
future Richard III, was reputed to have been assas-
sinated by being drowned in a cask ("butt") of 
malmsey, a sweet and aromatic wine. 
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169 
What 's to be done? Alfonso will be back 

The moment he has sent his fools away. 
Antonia's skill was put upon the rack, 

But no device could be brought into play— 
And how to parry the renew'd attack? 

Besides, it wanted but few hours of day: 
Antonia puzzled; Julia did not speak, 
But press'd her bloodless lip to Juan's cheek. 

170 
He turn'd his lip to hers, and with his hand 

Call'd back the tangles of her wandering hair; 
Even then their love they could not all command, 

And half forgot their danger and despair: 
Antonia's patience now was at a stand— 

"Come, come,'tis no time now for fooling there," 
She whisper'd, in great wrath—"I must deposit 
This pretty gentleman within the closet." 

173 
Now, Don Alfonso entering, but alone, 

Closed the oration of the trusty maid: 
She loiter'd, and he told her to be gone, 

1380 An order somewhat sullenly obey'd; 
However, present remedy was none, 

And no great good seem'd answer'd if she staid: 
Regarding both with slow and sidelong view, 
She snuff 'd the candle, curtsied, and withdrew. 

174 
1385 Alfonso paused a minute—then begun 

Some strange excuses for his late proceeding; 
He would not justify what he had done, 

To say the best, it was extreme ill-breeding; 
But there were ample reasons for it, none 

1390 Of which he specified in this his pleading: 
His speech was a fine sample, on the whole, 
Of rhetoric, which the learn'd call "rigmarole." 

180 
Alfonso closed his speech, and begg'd her pardon, 

Which Julia half withheld, and then half granted, 
1435 And laid conditions, he thought, very hard on, 

Denying several little things he wanted: 
He stood like Adam lingering near his garden, 

With useless penitence perplex'd and haunted, 
Beseeching she no further would refuse, 

1440 When lo! he stumbled o'er a pair of shoes. 
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181 
A pair of shoes!—what then? not much, if they 

Are such as fit with lady's feet, but these 
(No one can tell how much I grieve to say) 

Were masculine; to see them, and to seize, 
1445 Was but a moment's act.—Ah! Well-a-day! 

My teeth begin to chatter, my veins freeze— 
Alfonso first examined well their fashion, 
And then flew out into another passion. 

182 
He left the room for his relinquish'd sword, 

1450 And Julia instant to the closet flew, 
"Fly, Juan, fly! for heaven's sake—not a word— 

The door is open—you may yet slip through 
The passage you so often have explored— 

Here is the garden-key—Fly—fly—Adieu! 
1455 Haste—haste!—I hear Alfonso's hurrying feet— 

Day has not broke—there's no one in the street." 

183 
None can say that this was not good advice, 

The only mischief was, it came too late; 
Of all experience 'tis the usual price, 

1460 A sort of income-tax laid on by fate: 
Juan had reach'd the room-door in a trice, 

And might have done so by the garden-gate, 
But met Alfonso in his dressing-gown, 
Who threaten'd death—so Juan knock'd him down. 

184 
1465 Dire was the scuffle, and out went the light, 

Antonia cried out "Rape!" and Julia "Fire!" 
But not a servant stirr'd to aid the fight. 

Alfonso, pommell'd to his heart's desire, 
Swore lustily he'd be revenged this night; 

1470 And Juan, too, blasphemed an octave higher, 
His blood was up; though young, he was a Tartar,3 

And not at all disposed to prove a martyr. 

1 8 5 

Alfonso's sword had dropp'd ere he could draw it, 
And they continued battling hand to hand, 

1475 For Juan very luckily ne'er saw it; 
His temper not being under great command, 

If at that moment he had chanced to claw it, 
Alfonso's days had not been in the land 

Much longer.—Think of husbands', lovers' lives! 
1480 And how ye may be doubly widows—wives! 

186 
Alfonso grappled to detain the foe, 

And Juan throttled him to get away, 

3. A formidable opponent. 
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And blood ('twas from the nose) began to flow; 
At last, as they more faintly wrestling lay, 

1485 Juan contrived to give an awkward blow, 
And then his only garment quite gave way; 

He fled, like Joseph,4 leaving it; but there, 
I doubt, all likeness ends between the pair. 

1 8 7 

Lights came at length, and men, and maids, who found 
1490 An awkward spectacle their eyes before; 

Antonia in hysterics, Julia swoon'd, 
Alfonso leaning, breathless, by the door; 

Some half-torn drapery scatter'd on the ground, 
Some blood, and several footsteps, but no more: 

1495 Juan the gate gain'd, turn'd the key about, 
And liking not the inside, lock'd the out. 

188 
Here ends this canto.—Need I sing, or say, 

How Juan, naked, favour'd by the night, 
Who favours what she should not, found his way, 

1500 And reach'd his home in an unseemly plight? 
The pleasant scandal which arose next day, 

The nine days' wonder which was brought to light, 
And how Alfonso sued for a divorce, 
Were in the English newspapers, of course. 

189 
1505 If you would like to see the whole proceedings, 

The depositions, and the cause at full, 
The names of all the witnesses, the pleadings 

Of counsel to nonsuit,3 or to annul, 
There's more than one edition, and the readings 

1510 Are various, but they none of them are dull, 
The best is that in shorthand ta'en by Gurney,6 

Who to Madrid on purpose made a journey. 

190 
But Donna Inez, to divert the train 

Of one of the most circulating scandals 
1515 That had for centuries been known in Spain, 

Since Roderic's Goths, or older Genseric's Vandals,7 

First vow'd (and never had she vow'd in vain) 
To Virgin Mary several pounds of candles; 

And then, by the advice of some old ladies, 
1520 She sent her son to be embark'd at Cadiz. 

191 
She had resolved that he should travel through 

All European climes, by land or sea, 

4. In Genesis 39.7ff. the chaste Joseph flees from 
the advances of Potiphar's wife, leaving "his gar-
ment in her hand." 
5. Judgment against the plaintiff for failure to 
establish his case. 
6. William B. Gurney (1777-1855), official short-

hand writer for the houses of Parliament and a 
famous court reporter. 
7. The Germanic tribes that overran Spain and 
other parts of southern Europe in the 5th through 
8th centuries, notorious for rape and violence. 
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To mend his former morals, or get new, 
Especially in France and Italy, 

1525 (At least this is the thing most people do). 
Julia was sent into a nunnery, 

And there, perhaps, her feelings may be better 
Shown in the following copy of her letter: 

192 
"They tell me 'tis decided; you depart: 

1530 'Tis wise—'tis well, but not the less a pain; 
I have no further claim on your young heart, 

Mine was the victim, and would be again; 
To love too much has been the only art 

I used;—I write in haste, and if a stain 
1535 Be on this sheet,'tis not what it appears, 

My eyeballs burn and throb, but have no tears. 

1 9 3 

"I loved, I love you, for that love have lost 
State, station, heaven, mankind's, my own esteem, 

And yet can not regret what it hath cost, 
1540 So dear is still the memory of that dream; 

Yet, if I name my guilt,'tis not to boast, 
None can deem harshlier of me than I deem: 

I trace this scrawl because I cannot rest— 
I've nothing to reproach, nor to request. 

194 
1545 "Man's love is of his life a thing apart, 

'Tis woman's whole existence; man may range 
The court, camp, church, the vessel, and the mart, 

Sword, gown, gain, glory, offer in exchange 
Pride, fame, ambition, to fill up his heart, 

1550 And few there are whom these can not estrange; 
Man has all these resources, we but one, 
To love again, and be again undone. 

195 
"My breast has been all weakness, is so yet; 

I struggle, but cannot collect my mind; 
1555 My blood still rushes where my spirit's set, 

As roll the waves before the settled wind; 
My brain is feminine, nor can forget— 

To all, except your image, madly blind; 
As turns the needle8 trembling to the pole 

1560 It ne'er can reach, so turns to you, my soul. 

196 
"You will proceed in beauty, and in pride, 

Beloved and loving many; all is o'er 
For me on earth, except some years to hide 

My shame and sorrow deep in my heart's core; 

8. Of a compass. 
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1565 These I could bear, but cannot cast aside 
The passion which still rends it as before, 

And so farewell—forgive me, love me—No, 
That word is idle now—but let it go. 

197 
"I have no more to say, but linger still, 

1570 And dare not set my seal upon this sheet, 
And yet I may as well the task fulfil, 

My misery can scarce be more complete: 
I had not lived till now, could sorrow kill; 

Death flies the wretch who fain the blow would meet, 
1575 And I must even survive this last adieu, 

And bear with life, to love and pray for you!" 

198 
This note was written upon gilt-edged paper 

With a neat crow-quill, rather hard, but new; 
Her small white fingers scarce could reach the taper,9 

1580 But trembled as magnetic needles do, 
And yet she did not let one tear escape her; 

The seal a sunflower; "Elle vous suit partout,"1 

The motto, cut upon a white cornelian; 
The wax was superfine, its hue vermilion. 

199 
1585 This was Don Juan's earliest scrape; but whether 

I shall proceed with his adventures is 
Dependent on the public altogether; 

We'll see, however, what they say to this, 
Their favour in an author's cap's a feather, 

1590 And no great mischief's done by their caprice; 
And if their approbation we experience, 
Perhaps they'll have some more about a year hence. 

200 
My poem's epic, and is meant to be 

Divided in twelve books; each book containing, 
1595 With love, and war, a heavy gale at sea, 

A list of ships, and captains, and kings reigning, 
New characters; the episodes are three: 

A panorama view of hell's in training, 
After the style of Virgil and of Homer, 

1600 So that my name of Epic's no misnomer. 

201 
All these things will be specified in time, 

With strict regard to Aristotle's rules, 
The vade mecum2 of the true sublime, 

9. The candle (to melt wax to seal the letter). 
1. She follows you everywhere (French). This 
motto was inscribed on one of Byron's seals and 
on a jewel he gave to John Edleston, the boy with 
whom he had a romantic friendship while at Cam-
bridge. Their friendship was memorialized in 

Byron's 1807 poem "The Cornelian." 
2. Go with me (Latin, literal trans.); handbook. 
Byron is deriding the neoclassical view that Aris-
totle's Poetics proposes "rules" for writing epic and 
tragedy. 
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Which makes so many poets, and some fools; 
Prose poets like blank-verse, I'm fond of rhyme, 

Good workmen never quarrel with their tools; 
I've got new mythological machinery,3 

And very handsome supernatural scenery. 

There's only one slight difference between 
Me and my epic brethren gone before, 

And here the advantage is my own, I ween; 
(Not that I have not several merits more, 

But this will more peculiarly be seen) 
They so embellish, that 'tis quite a bore 

Their labyrinth of fables to thread through, 
Whereas this story's actually true. 

203 
If any person doubt it, I appeal 

To history, tradition, and to facts, 
To newspapers, whose truth all know and feel, 

To plays in five, and operas in three acts; 
All these confirm my statement a good deal, 

But that which more completely faith exacts 
Is, that myself, and several now in Seville, 
Saw Juan's last elopement with the devil.4 

204 
If ever I should condescend to prose, 

I'll write poetical commandments, which 
Shall supersede beyond all doubt all those 

That went before; in these I shall enrich 
My text with many things that no one knows, 

And carry precept to the highest pitch: 
I'll call the work "Longinus o'er a Bottle, 
Or, Every Poet his own Aristotle." 

205 
Thou shalt believe in Milton, Dryden, Pope;5 

Thou shalt not set up Wordsworth, Coleridge, Southey; 
Because the first is crazed beyond all hope, 

The second drunk, the third so quaint and mouthey: 
With Crabbe it may be difficult to cope, 

And Campbell's Hippocrene6 is somewhat drouthy: 
Thou shalt not steal from Samuel Rogers, nor— 
Commit—flirtation with the muse of Moore. 

3. The assemblage of supernatural personages and 
incidents introduced into a literary work. 
4. The usual plays on the Juan legend ended with 
Juan in hell; an early-20th-century version is Ber-
nard Shaw's Man and Superman. 
5. This is one of many passages, in prose and 
verse, in which Byron vigorously defends Dryden 
and Pope against his Romantic contemporaries. 

6. Fountain on Mount Helicon whose waters sup-
posedly gave inspiration. George Crabbe, whom 
Byron admired, was the author of The Village and 
other realistic poems of rural life. Thomas Camp-
bell, Samuel Rogers, and Thomas Moore were 
lesser poets of the Romantic period; the last two 
were close friends of Byron and members of Lon-
don's liberal Whig circles. 
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Thou shalt not covet Mr. Sotheby's Muse, 
His Pegasus,7 nor any thing that's his; 

Thou shalt not bear false witness like "the Blues,"8 

(There's one, at least, is very fond of this); 
1645 Thou shalt not write, in short, but what I choose: 

This is true criticism, and you may kiss— 
Exactly as you please, or not, the rod, 
But if you don't, I'll lay it on, by G—d!9 

207 
If any person should presume to assert 

1650 This story is not moral, first I pray 
That they will not cry out before they're hurt, 

Then that they'll read it o'er again, and say, 
(But, doubtless, nobody will be so pert) 

That this is not a moral tale, though gay; 
1655 Besides, in canto twelfth, I mean to show 

The very place where wicked people go. 

213 
But now at thirty years my hair is gray— 

(I wonder what it will be like at forty? 
I thought of a peruke0 the other day) wig 

1700 My heart is not much greener; and, in short, I 
Have squander'd my whole summer while 'twas May, 

And feel no more the spirit to retort; I 
Have spent my life, both interest and principal, 
And deem not, what I deem'd, my soul invincible. 

214 
No more—no more—Oh! never more on me 

The freshness of the heart can fall like dew, 
Which out of all the lovely things we see 

Extracts emotions beautiful and new, 
Hived in our bosoms like the bag o' the bee: 

Think'st thou the honey with those objects grew? 
Alas! 'twas not in them, but in thy power 
To double even the sweetness of a flower. 

215 
No more—no more—Oh! never more, my heart, 

Canst thou be my sole world, my universe! 
1715 Once all in all, but now a thing apart, 

1705 

1710 

7. The winged horse symbolizing poetic inspira-
tion. The wealthy William Sotheby, minorpoet and 
translator, is satirized, as Botherby, in Byron's 
Beppo. 
8. I.e., bluestockings, a contemporary term for 
female intellectuals, among whom Byron num-
bered his wife (line 1644). 
9. Byron's parody of the Ten Commandments 

seemed blasphemous to some commentators. Rad-
ical publishers like William Hone, who in 1817 
had been put on trial for the ostensible blasphemy 
of political satires that used the form of the Angli-
can Church's creed and catechism bitterly noted a 
double standard: books brought out by the ultra-
respectable John Murray were not subject to the 
same reprisals as Hone's books. 
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Thou canst not be my blessing or my curse: 
The illusion's gone for ever, and thou art 

Insensible, I trust, but none the worse, 
And in thy stead I've got a deal of judgment, 

1720 Though heaven knows how it ever found a lodgement. 

216 
My days of love are over, me no more 

The charms of maid, wife, and still less of widow, 
Can make the fool of which they made before, 

In short, I must not lead the life I did do; 
1725 The credulous hope of mutual minds is o'er, 

The copious use of claret is forbid too, 
So for a good old gentlemanly vice, 
I think I must take up with avarice. 

217 
Ambition was my idol, which was broken 

Before the shrines of Sorrow and of Pleasure; 
And the two last have left me many a token 

O'er which reflection may be made at leisure: 
Now, like Friar Bacon's brazen head, I've spoken, 

"Time is, Time was, Time's past,"1 a chymic treasure2 

Is glittering youth, which I have spent betimes— 
My heart in passion, and my head on rhymes. 

218 
What is the end of fame? 'tis but to fill 

A certain portion of uncertain paper: 
Some liken it to climbing up a hill, 

1740 Whose summit, like all hills', is lost in vapour; 
For this men write, speak, preach, and heroes kill, 

And bards burn what they call their "midnight taper," 
To have, when the original is dust, 
A name, a wretched picture, and worse bust.3 

219 
1745 What are the hopes of man? old Egypt's King 

Cheops erected the first pyramid 
And largest, thinking it was just the thing 

To keep his memory whole, and mummy hid; 
But somebody or other rummaging, 

1750 Burglariously broke his coffin's lid: 
Let not a monument give you or me hopes, 
Since not a pinch of dust remains of Cheops. 

220 
But I, being fond of true philosophy, 

Say very often to myself, "Alas! 

1730 

1735 

I. Spoken by a bronze bust in Robert Greene's 
Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay (1594). This comedy 
was based on legends about the magical power of 
Roger Bacon, the 13th-century Franciscan monk 
who was said to have built with diabolical assis-
tance a brazen head capable of speech. 

2. "Chymic": alchemic; i.e., the "treasure" is coun-
terfeit gold. 
3. Byron was unhappy with the portrait bust 
of him recently made by the Danish sculptor Thor-
waldsen. 
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1755 All things that have been born were born to die, 
And flesh (which Death mows down to hay) is grass;4 

You've pass'd your youth not so unpleasantly, 
And if you had it o'er again—'twould pass— 

So thank your stars that matters are no worse, 
1760 And read your Bible, sir, and mind your purse." 

221 
But for the present, gentle reader! and 

Still gentler purchaser! the bard—that's I— 
Must, with permission, shake you by the hand, 

And so your humble servant, and good bye! 
1765 We meet again, if we should understand 

Each other; and if not, I shall not try 
Your patience further than by this short sample— 
'Twere well if others follow'd my example. 

222 
"Go, little book, from this my solitude! 

1770 I cast thee on the waters, go thy ways! 
And if, as I believe, thy vein be good, 

The world will find thee after many days." 
When Southey's read, and Wordsworth understood, 

I can't help putting in my claim to praise— 
1775 The four first rhymes are Southey's every line:5 

For God's sake, reader! take them not for mine. 

From Canto 2 

[THE SHIPWRECK] 

8 
But to our tale: the Donna Inez sent 

Her son to Cadiz only to embark; 
To stay there had not answer'd her intent, 

60 But why?—we leave the reader in the dark—-
'Twas for a voyage that the young man was meant, 

As if a Spanish ship were Noah's ark, 
To wean him from the wickedness of earth, 
And send him like a dove of promise forth. 

9 
65 Don Juan bade his valet pack his things 

According to direction, then received 
A lecture and some money: for four springs 

He was to travel; and though Inez grieved, 
(As every kind of parting has its stings) 

70 She hoped he would improve—perhaps believed: 
A letter, too, she gave (he never read it) 
Of good advice—and two or three of credit.1 

4. An echo of Isaiah 40.6 and 1 Peter 1.24: "All 
flesh is grass." 
5. The lines are part of the last stanza of Southey's 

"Epilogue to the Lay of the Laureate." 
1. Letters of credit allowed travelers to obtain cash 
from an international network of bankers. 

http://www.englishworld2011.info/



P E R C Y B Y S S H E S H E L L E Y / 7 4 1 

You want me to undertake a great Poem—I have not the inclination nor the 
power. As I grow older, the indifference—not to life, for we love it by instinct— 
but to the stimuli of life, increases. Besides, this late failure of the Italians 7 

has latterly disappointed me for many reasons,—some public, some personal. 
My respects to Mrs. S. 

Yours ever, 
B 

P.S.—Could not you and I contrive to meet this summer? Could not you 
take a run alone? 

the Life and Writings of Pope, had jus t appeared in 
London . His best -known c o m m e n t on Keats, writ-
ten a year and a half later, is can to 11, stanza 60 
in Don Juan, beginning "John Keats, who was 
killed off by one cr i t ique" and ending " T i s s t range 
the mind, that very fiery particle, / Should let itself 

be snuf fed out by an Article." 
7. A p lanned upris ing by the Carbonar i , a secret 
revolutionary society into which Byron had been 
initiated by the fa ther and brother of his mistress 
Teresa Guiccioli , failed in Feb. 1821. 

PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY 
1 7 9 2 - 1 8 2 2 

Percy Bysshe Shelley, radical in every aspect of his life and thought, emerged from a 
solidly conservative background. His ancestors had been Sussex aristocrats since early 
in the seventeenth century; his grandfather, Sir Bysshe Shelley, made himself the 
richest man in Horsham, Sussex; his father, Timothy Shelley, was a hardheaded and 
conventional member of Parliament. Percy Shelley was in line for a baronetcy and, 
as befitted his station, was sent to be educated at Eton and Oxford. As a youth he 
was slight of build, eccentric in manner, and unskilled in sports or fighting and, as a 
consequence, was mercilessly bullied by older and stronger boys. He later said that 
he saw the petty tyranny of schoolmasters and schoolmates as representative of man's 
general inhumanity to man, and dedicated his life to a war against injustice and 
oppression. As he described the experience in the Dedication to Laon and Cythna: 

So without shame, I spake:—"I will be wise, 
And just, and free, and mild, if in me lies 

Such power, for I grow weary to behold 
The selfish and the strong still tyrannise 

Without reproach or check." 1 then controuled 
My tears, my heart grew calm, and I was meek and bold. 

At Oxford in the autumn of 1810, Shelley's closest friend was Thomas Jefferson 
Hogg, a self-centered, self-confident young man who shared Shelley's love of philos-
ophy and scorn of orthodoxy. The two collaborated on a pamphlet, The Necessity of 
Atheism, which claimed that God's existence cannot be proved on empirical grounds, 
and, provocatively, they mailed it to the bishops and heads of the colleges at Oxford. 
Shelley refused to repudiate the document and, to his shock and grief, was peremp-
torily expelled, terminating a university career that had lasted only six months. This 
event opened a breach between Shelley and his father that widened over the years. 

Shelley went to London, where he took up the cause of Harriet Westbrook, the 
pretty and warmhearted daughter of a well-to-do tavern keeper, whose father, Shelley 
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wrote to Hogg, "has persecuted her in a most horrible way by endeavoring to compel 
her to go to school." Harriet threw herself on Shelley's protection, and "gratitude and 
admiration," he wrote, "all demand that I shall love her forever." He eloped with 
Harriet to Edinburgh and married her, against his conviction that marriage was a 
tyrannical and degrading social institution. He was then eighteen years of age; his 
bride, sixteen. The couple moved restlessly from place to place, living on a small 
allowance granted reluctantly by their families. In February 1812, accompanied by 
Harriet's sister Eliza, they traveled to Dublin to distribute Shelley's Address to the Irish 
People and otherwise take part in the movement for Catholic emancipation and for 
the amelioration of that oppressed and poverty-stricken people. 

Back in London, Shelley became a disciple of the radical social philosopher William 
Godwin, author of the Inquiry Concerning Political Justice. In 1813 he printed pri-
vately his first important work, Queen Mah, a long poem set in the fantastic frame of 
the journey of a disembodied soul through space, to whom the fairy Mab reveals in 
visions the woeful past, the dreadful present, and a Utopian future. Announcing that 
"there is no God!" Mab decries institutional religion and codified morality as the roots 
of social evil, prophesying that all institutions will wither away and humanity will 
return to its natural condition of goodness and felicity. 

In the following spring Shelley, who had drifted apart from Harriet, fell in love with 
the beautiful Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin, daughter of Mary Wollstonecraft and 
William Godwin. Convinced that cohabitation without love is immoral, he abandoned 
Harriet, fled to France with Mary (taking along her stepsister, Claire Clairmont), 
and—in accordance with his belief in nonexclusive love—invited Harriet to come live 
with them in the relationship of a sister. Shelley's elopement with Mary outraged her 
father, despite the facts that his own views of marriage had been no less radical than 
Shelley's and that Shelley, himself in financial difficulties, had earlier taken over 
Godwin's very substantial debts. When he returned to London, Shelley found that 
the general public, his family, and most of his friends regarded him as not only an 
atheist and a revolutionary but also a gross immoralist. When two years later Harriet, 
pregnant by an unknown lover, drowned herself in a fit of despair, the courts denied 
Shelley the custody of their two children. (His first child with Mary Godwin, a girl 
born prematurely, had died earlier, only twelve days after her birth in February 1815.) 
Percy and Mary married in December 1816, and in spring 1818 they moved to Italy. 
Thereafter he envisioned himself as an alien and outcast, rejected by the human race 
to whose welfare he had dedicated his powers and his life. 

In Italy he resumed his restless way of life, evading the people to whom he owed 
money by moving from town to town and house to house. His health was usually bad. 
Although the death of his grandfather in 1815 had provided a substantial income, he 
dissipated so much of it by his warmhearted but imprudent support of William God-
win, Leigh Hunt, and other needy acquaintances that he was constantly short of 
funds. Within nine months, in 1 8 1 8 - 1 9 , both Clara and William, the children Mary 
had borne in 1815 and 1817, died. Grief over these deaths destroyed the earlier 
harmony of the Shelleys' marriage; the birth in November 1819 of another son, Percy 
Florence (their only child to survive to adulthood), was not enough to mend the rift. 

In these circumstances, close to despair and knowing that he almost entirely lacked 
an audience, Shelley wrote his greatest works. In 1819 he completed Prometheus 
Unbound and a tragedy, The Cenci. He wrote also numerous lyric poems; a visionary 
call for a proletarian revolution, "The Mask of Anarchy"; a witty satire on Wordsworth, 
Peter Bell the Third; and a penetrating political essay, "A Philosophical View of 
Reform." His works of the next two years include "A Defence of Poetry"; Epipsychid-
ion, a rhapsodic vision of love as a spiritual union beyond earthly limits; Adonais, his 
elegy on the death of Keats; and Hellas, a lyrical drama evoked by the Greek war for 
liberation from the Turks. These writings, unlike the early Queen Mab, are the prod-
ucts of a mind chastened by tragic experience, deepened by philosophical speculation, 
and stored with the harvest of his reading—which Shelley carried on, as his friend 
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Hogg said, "in season and out of season, at table, in bed, and especially during a 
walk," until he became one of the most erudite of poets. His delight in scientific 
discoveries and speculations continued, but his earlier zest for Gothic terrors and the 
social theories of the radical eighteenth-century optimists gave way to an absorption 
in Greek tragedy, Milton's Paradise Lost, and the Bible. Although he did not give up 
his hopes for a millennial future (he wore a ring with the motto II buon tempo verra— 
"the good time will come"), he now attributed the evils of society to humanity's own 
moral failures and grounded the possibility of radical social reform on a reform of the 
moral and imaginative faculties through the redeeming power of love. Though often 
represented as a simpleminded doctrinaire, Shelley in fact possessed a complex and 
energetically inquisitive intelligence that never halted at a fixed mental position; his 
writings reflect stages in a ceaseless exploration. 

The poems of Shelley's maturity also show the influence of his study of Plato and 
the Neoplatonists. Shelley found congenial the Platonic division of the cosmos into 
two worlds—the ordinary world of change, mortality, evil, and suffering and an ideal 
world of perfect and eternal Forms, of which the world of sense experience is only a 
distant and illusory reflection. The earlier interpretations of Shelley as a downright 
Platonic idealist, however, have been drastically modified by modern investigations 
of his reading and writings. He was a close student of British empiricist philosophy, 
which limits knowledge to valid reasoning on what is given in sense experience, and 
within this tradition he felt a special affinity to the radical skepticism of David Hume. 
A number of Shelley's works, such as "Mont Blanc," express his view of the narrow 
limits of what human beings can know with certainty and exemplify his refusal to let 
his hopes harden into a philosophical or religious creed. To what has been called the 
"skeptical idealism" of the mature Shelley, hope in a redemption from present social 
ills is not an intellectual certainty but a moral obligation. Despair is self-fulfilling; we 
must continue to hope because, by keeping open the possibility of a better future, 
hope releases the imaginative and creative powers that are the only means of achieving 
that end. 

When in 1820 the Shelleys settled finally at Pisa, he came closer to finding con-
tentment than at any other time in his adult life. A group of friends, Shelley's "Pisan 
Circle," gathered around them, including for a while Lord Byron and the swashbuck-
ling young Cornishman Edward Trelawny. Chief in Shelley's affections were Edward 
Williams, a retired lieutenant of a cavalry regiment serving in India, and his charming 
common-law wife, Jane, with whom Shelley became infatuated and to whom he 
addressed some of his best lyrics and verse letters. The end came suddenly, and in a 
way prefigured uncannily in the last stanza of Adonais, in which he had described his 
spirit as a ship driven by a violent storm out into the dark unknown. On July 8, 1822, 
Shelley and Edward Williams were sailing their open boat, the Don Juan, on the Gulf 
of Spezia. A violent squall swamped the boat. When several days later the bodies were 
washed ashore, they were cremated, and Shelley's ashes were buried in the Protestant 
Cemetery at Rome, near the graves of John Keats and William Shelley, the poet's 
young son. 

Both Shelley's character and his poetry have been the subject of violently contra-
dictory, and often partisan, estimates. His actions according to his deep convictions 
often led to disastrous consequences for himself and those near to him; and even 
recent scholars, while repudiating the vicious attacks by Shelley's contemporaries, 
attribute some of those actions to a self-assured egotism that masked itself as idealism. 
Yet Byron, who knew Shelley intimately and did not pay moral compliments lightly, 
wrote to his publisher John Murray, in response to attacks on Shelley at the time of 
his death: "You are all brutally mistaken about Shelley, who was, without exception, 
the best and least selfish man I ever knew." Shelley's politics, vilified during his life-
time, made him a literary hero to later political radicals: the Chartists in the middle 
of the nineteenth century, Marx and Engels at the end, and for much of the twentieth 
century, many of the guiding lights of the British Labour Party. As a poet Shelley was 
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greatly admired by Robert Browning, Swinburne, and other Victorians; but in the 
mid-twentieth century he was repeatedly charged with intellectual and emotional 
immaturity, shoddy workmanship, and incoherent imagery by influential writers such 
as F. R. Leavis and his followers in Britain and the New Critics in America. More 
recently, however, many sympathetic studies have revealed the coherent intellectual 
understructure of his poems and have confirmed Wordsworth's early recognition that 
"Shelley is one of the best artists of Us all: I mean in workmanship of style." Shelley, 
it has become clear, greatly expanded the metrical and stanzaic resources of English 
versification. His poems exhibit a broad range of voices, from the high but ordered 
passion of "Ode to the West Wind," through the heroic dignity of the utterances of 
Prometheus, to the approximation of what is inexpressible in the description of Asia's 
transfiguration and in the visionary conclusion of Adonais. Most surprising, for a poet 
who almost entirely lacked an audience, is the urbanity, the assured command of the 
tone and language of a cultivated man of the world, exemplified in passages that 
Shelley wrote all through his mature career and especially in the lyrics and verse 
letters that he composed during the last year of his life. 

The texts printed here are those prepared by Donald H. Reiman and Neil Fraistat 
for Shelley's Poetry and Prose, a Norton Critical Edition, 2nd ed. (2001); Reiman has 
also edited for this anthology a few poems not included in that edition. 

Mutability 

We are as clouds that veil the midnight moon; 
How restlessly they speed, and gleam, and quiver, 

Streaking the darkness radiantly!—yet soon 
Night closes round, and they are lost for ever: 

5 Or like forgotten lyres, 0 whose dissonant strings wind harps 
Give various response to each varying blast, 

To whose frail frame no second motion brings 
One mood or modulation like the last. 

We rest.—A dream has power to poison sleep; 
io We rise.—One wandering thought pollutes the day; 

We feel, conceive or reason, laugh or weep; 
Embrace fond woe, or cast Our cares away: 

It is the same!—For, be it joy or sorrow, 
The path of its departure still is free: 

15 Man's yesterday may ne'er be like his morrow; 
Nought may endure but Mutability. 

ca. 1814-15 1816 

To Wordsworth1 

Poet of Nature, thou hast wept to know 
That things depart which never may return: 

1. Shelley's grieved c o m m e n t on the poet of na tu re and of social radicalism af ter his views had become 
conservative. 
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critics have equaled the cogency of Shelley's attack on our acquisitive society and its 
narrowly material concepts of utility and progress. Such a bias has opened the way 
to enormous advances in the physical sciences and our material well-being, but with-
out a proportionate development of our "poetic faculty," the moral imagination. The 
result, Shelley says, is that "man, having enslaved the elements, remains himself a 
slave." 

From A Defence of Poetry 

or Remarks Suggested by an Essay Entitled "The Four Ages of Poetry" 

According to one mode of regarding those two classes of mental action, 
which are called reason and imagination, the former may be considered as 
mind contemplating the relations borne by one thought to another, however 
produced; and the latter, as mind acting upon those thoughts so as to colour 
them with its own light, and composing from them, as from elements, other 
thoughts, each containing within itself the principle of its own integrity. The 
one1 is the to -poiein,2 or the principle of synthesis, and has for its objects those 
forms which are common to universal nature and existence itself; the other is 
the to logizein,3 or principle of analysis, and its action regards the relations of 
things, simply as relations; considering thoughts, not in their integral unity, 
but as the algebraical representations which conduct to certain general results. 
Beason is the enumeration of quantities already known; imagination is the 
perception of the value of those quantities, both separately and as a whole. 
Reason respects the differences, and imagination the similitudes of things. 
Reason is to Imagination as the instrument to the agent, as the body to the 
spirit, as the shadow to the substance. 

Poetry, in a general sense, may be defined to be "the expression of the 
Imagination": and poetry is connate with the origin of man. Man is an instru-
ment over which a series of external and internal impressions are driven, like 
the alternations of an ever-changing wind over an /Eolian lyre,4 which move 
it by their motion to ever-changing melody. But there is a principle within the 
human being, and perhaps within all sentient beings, which acts otherwise 
than in the lyre, and produces not melody, alone, but harmony, by an internal 
adjustment of the sounds or motions thus excited to the impressions which 
excite them. It is as if the lyre could accommodate its chords to the motions 
of that which strikes them, in a determined proportion of sound; even as the 
musician can accommodate his voice to the sound of the lyre. A child at play 
by itself will express its delight by its voice and motions; and every inflexion 
of tone and every gesture will bear exact relation to a corresponding antitype 
in the pleasurable impressions which awakened it; it will be the reflected image 
of that impression; and as the lyre trembles and sounds after the wind has 
died away, so the child seeks, by prolonging in its voice and motions the dura-
tion of the effect, to prolong also a consciousness of the cause. In relation to 

1. The imagination. "The other" (later in the sen-
tence) is the reason. 
2. Making. The Greek word from which the 
English term poet derives means "maker," and 
"maker" was often used as equivalent to "poet" by 
Renaissance critics such as Sir Philip Sidney in his 

Defence of Poesy, which Shelley had carefully stud-
ied. 
3. Calculating, reasoning. 
4. A wind harp (see Coleridge, "The Eolian Harp," 
p. 426). 
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t h e ob jec t s w h i c h de l ight a ch i ld , t h e s e express ions are , w h a t poe t ry is to 
h i g h e r ob jec t s . T h e savage ( for t h e savage i s to ages w h a t t h e chi ld i s to years) 
expresses t h e e m o t i o n s p r o d u c e d in h i m by s u r r o u n d i n g ob jec t s in a s imilar 
m a n n e r ; a n d l a n g u a g e a n d ges tu re , t o g e t h e r wi th p l a s t i c 5 o r p ic tor ia l imi ta t ion , 
b e c o m e t h e image of t h e c o m b i n e d e f f e c t o f t hose ob jec t s , a n d of his appre -
h e n s i o n of t h e m . M a n in society, wi th all his pa s s ions a n d his p leasures , next 
b e c o m e s t h e ob jec t o f t h e pas s ions a n d p l ea su re s o f m a n ; an add i t iona l class 
o f e m o t i o n s p r o d u c e s an a u g m e n t e d t r e a s u r e o f express ions ; a n d language , 
ges tu re , a n d t h e imi ta t ive ar ts , b e c o m e a t o n c e t h e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a n d t h e 
m e d i u m , t h e penc i l a n d t h e p i c tu r e , t h e ch ise l a n d t h e s t a tue , t h e c h o r d a n d 
t h e h a r m o n y . T h e social sympa th i e s , o r t h o s e laws f r o m wh ich as f r o m its 
e l e m e n t s soc ie ty resu l t s , begin t o deve lope t hemse lves f r o m t h e m o m e n t t ha t 
two h u m a n be ings coexist ; t h e f u t u r e i s c o n t a i n e d wi th in t h e p r e s e n t a s t h e 
p l a n t w i th in t h e seed; a n d equal i ty , diversity, un i ty , con t r a s t , m u t u a l d e p e n -
d e n c e , b e c o m e t h e p r inc ip le s a lone c a p a b l e o f a f f o r d i n g t h e mot ives a c c o r d i n g 
to which t h e will of a social b e i n g is d e t e r m i n e d to ac t ion , i n a s m u c h as he is 
social; a n d c o n s t i t u t e p l e a s u r e in s ensa t i on , v i r tue in s e n t i m e n t , b e a u t y in art , 
t r u t h in r ea son ing , a n d love in t h e i n t e r c o u r s e of k ind . H e n c e m e n , even in 
t h e i n f a n c y of society, observe a ce r t a in o rde r in the i r words a n d ac t ions , 
d i s t inc t f r o m t h a t o f t h e ob jec t s a n d t h e impress ions r e p r e s e n t e d by t h e m , all 
express ion b e i n g s u b j e c t to t h e laws of t ha t f r o m w h i c h i t p r o c e e d s . But let us 
d i smiss t h o s e m o r e gene ra l c o n s i d e r a t i o n s w h i c h m i g h t involve an e n q u i r y 
in to t h e p r inc ip le s of society itself, a n d res t r ic t o u r view to t h e m a n n e r in 
w h i c h t h e imag ina t ion i s expressed u p o n its f o r m s . 

In the y o u t h o f t h e world , m e n d a n c e a n d s ing a n d imi ta te n a t u r a l ob jec t s , 
obse rv ing 6 in t h e s e ac t ions , as in all o the r s , a c e r t a in r h y t h m or o rder . And, 
a l t h o u g h all m e n observe a s imilar , t hey observe n o t t h e s a m e order , in t h e 
m o t i o n s of t h e d a n c e , in t h e me lody of t h e song, in t h e c o m b i n a t i o n s of lan-
guage , in t h e ser ies of the i r imi t a t ions of n a t u r a l ob jec t s . Fo r t h e r e is a ce r ta in 
o r d e r o r r h y t h m be long ing to e a c h of t h e s e c lasses of m i m e t i c r e p r e s e n t a t i o n , 
f r o m w h i c h t h e h e a r e r a n d t h e s p e c t a t o r receive a n i n t e n s e r a n d p u r e r p l ea su re 
t h a n f r o m a n y o the r : t h e s ense o f an app rox ima t ion to th i s o rde r ha s b e e n 
ca l led tas te , by m o d e r n wr i te rs . Every m a n in t h e i n f a n c y of ar t , observes an 
o r d e r w h i c h a p p r o x i m a t e s m o r e o r less closely to t h a t f r o m w h i c h this h ighes t 
de l ight resu l t s : b u t t h e diversity i s n o t suf f ic ien t ly m a r k e d , as t h a t its grada-
t ions s h o u l d be sens ib l e , 7 excep t i n t h o s e i n s t a n c e s w h e r e t h e p r e d o m i n a n c e 
of th is f acu l ty of a p p r o x i m a t i o n to t h e b e a u t i f u l (for so we m a y be p e r m i t t e d 
to n a m e t h e re la t ion b e t w e e n this h ighes t p l e a s u r e a n d its cause ) i s very grea t . 
T h o s e in w h o m i t exists in excess are poe t s , in t h e m o s t un iversa l s ense of t h e 
word ; and t h e p l e a s u r e r e su l t i ng f r o m the m a n n e r i n w h i c h they express t h e 
i n f l u e n c e o f socie ty o r n a t u r e u p o n the i r o w n m i n d s , c o m m u n i c a t e s itself to 
o the r s , a n d ga the r s a sor t o f r e d u p l i c a t i o n f r o m t h a t c o m m u n i t y . T h e i r lan-
g u a g e i s vitally m e t a p h o r i c a l ; t h a t is, i t m a r k s t h e b e f o r e u n a p p r e h e n d e d rela-
t ions o f th ings , a n d p e r p e t u a t e s the i r a p p r e h e n s i o n , unt i l t h e words w h i c h 
r e p r e s e n t t h e m , b e c o m e t h r o u g h t ime signs fo r po r t i ons o r c lasses o f t h o u g h t s 8 

i n s t ead of p i c t u r e s o f in tegra l t h o u g h t s ; and t h e n i f no n e w poe t s s h o u l d ar ise 
t o c r ea t e a f r e s h t h e a s soc ia t ions w h i c h have b e e n t h u s d isorganized , l anguage 

5. Sculptural. 
6. Following, obeying. 

7. Discernible. 
8. I.e., abstract concepts. 
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will be d e a d to all t h e n o b l e r p u r p o s e s o f h u m a n i n t e r cou r se . T h e s e s imi l i tudes 
or r e l a t ions a re f ine ly said by Lord B a c o n to be " the s a m e f o o t s t e p s of n a t u r e 
i m p r e s s e d u p o n t h e var ious s u b j e c t s o f t h e w o r l d " 9 — a n d he cons ide r s the 
f acu l t y w h i c h perce ives t h e m as t h e s t o r e h o u s e o f axioms c o m m o n to all 
knowledge . In t h e i n f a n c y of socie ty every a u t h o r is necessar i ly a poe t , b e c a u s e 
l anguage itself i s poe t ry ; a n d to be a p o e t i s to a p p r e h e n d t h e t r u e a n d t h e 
b e a u t i f u l , in a w o r d t h e good w h i c h exists in t h e re la t ion , subs is t ing , f i rs t 
b e t w e e n ex i s t ence a n d p e r c e p t i o n , a n d second ly b e t w e e n p e r c e p t i o n a n d 
express ion . Every or iginal l a n g u a g e n e a r to its s o u r c e is in itself t h e c h a o s of 
a cyclic p o e m : 1 t h e c o p i o u s n e s s of lex icography a n d t h e d i s t inc t ions of g ram-
m a r are t h e works o f a la te r age, a n d are mere ly t h e ca t a logue a n d t h e f o r m 
of t h e c r ea t ions of Poetry . 

But Poe t s , o r t h o s e w h o i m a g i n e a n d express th is indes t ruc t ib le order , a re 
n o t only t h e a u t h o r s o f l anguage a n d of m u s i c , o f t h e d a n c e a n d a r c h i t e c t u r e 
a n d s t a tua ry a n d pa in t ing : t hey are t h e in s t i t u to r s o f laws, and t h e f o u n d e r s 
of civil soc ie ty a n d t h e inven tors of t h e a r t s o f l ife a n d t h e t eache r s , w h o d raw 
i n t o a ce r t a in p r o p i n q u i t y wi th t h e b e a u t i f u l a n d t h e t r u e t h a t part ial appre-
h e n s i o n of t h e agenc i e s of t h e invisible wor ld w h i c h i s ca l led re l ig ion . 2 H e n c e 
all original re l igions a re al legorical , or suscep t ib l e of allegory, a n d like J a n u s 3 

have a d o u b l e f a c e of fa l se a n d t rue . Poe t s , a c c o r d i n g to t h e c i r c u m s t a n c e s of 
t h e age a n d n a t i o n in w h i c h t hey a p p e a r e d , w e r e ca l led in t h e earl ier e p o c h s 
of t h e wor ld legis lators or p r o p h e t s : 4 a p o e t essent ia l ly compr i se s a n d un i t e s 
b o t h t h e s e c h a r a c t e r s . Fo r he n o t on ly b e h o l d s in t ense ly t h e p r e s e n t a s i t is, 
a n d discovers t h o s e laws a c c o r d i n g to w h i c h p r e s e n t th ings o u g h t to be 
o rde red , b u t h e beho lds t h e f u t u r e i n t h e p r e s e n t , a n d his t h o u g h t s a re t h e 
g e r m s of t h e f lower a n d t h e f r u i t o f la tes t t ime . N o t t h a t I asser t poe t s to be 
p r o p h e t s in t h e gross s ense o f t h e word , o r t h a t they c a n fore te l l t h e f o r m as 
sure ly as they f o r e k n o w t h e spir i t of events : s u c h i s t h e p r e t e n c e of supers t i t ion 
w h i c h would m a k e poe t ry an a t t r i b u t e o f p rophecy , r a t h e r t h a n p r o p h e c y an 
a t t r i b u t e of poe t ry . A P o e t pa r t i c ipa t e s in t h e e t e rna l , t h e inf ini te , and t h e one ; 
a s f a r a s re la tes t o his c o n c e p t i o n s , t ime a n d p l a c e a n d n u m b e r are no t . T h e 
g r a m m a t i c a l f o r m s w h i c h express t h e m o o d s o f t ime , a n d the d i f f e r e n c e o f 
p e r s o n s a n d t h e d i s t inc t ion o f p l ace a r e conver t ib le wi th r e spec t to t h e h ighes t 
p o e t r y w i t h o u t i n j u r i n g i t a s poet ry , a n d t h e c h o r u s e s o f /Eschy lu s , a n d t h e 
b o o k o f Job , a n d D a n t e ' s Pa rad i se w o u l d a f fo rd , m o r e t h a n any o t h e r wri t ings, 
examples of th is f ac t , i f t h e l imits of th is essay did n o t fo rb id c i ta t ion . T h e 
c rea t ions of s c u l p t u r e , pa in t ing , and mus i c , a re i l lus t ra t ions still m o r e decisive. 

L a n g u a g e , co lour , f o r m , a n d rel igious a n d civil hab i t s of ac t ion are all t h e 
i n s t r u m e n t s a n d ma te r i a l s o f poet ry ; they m a y be ca l led poe t ry by t ha t f igure 
of s p e e c h w h i c h cons ide r s t h e e f f e c t as a s y n o n i m e of t h e c a u s e . Bu t poe t ry 
in a m o r e res t r i c t ed s e n s e 5 expresses t h o s e a r r a n g e m e n t s of l anguage , a n d 
especial ly me t r i ca l l anguage , w h i c h a r e c r e a t e d by t h a t imper ia l facul ty , w h o s e 
t h r o n e i s c u r t a i n e d w i t h i n t h e invisible n a t u r e o f m a n . A n d this spr ings f r o m 
9. Francis Bacons The Advancement of Learning 
3.1. 
1. A group of poems (e.g., "the Arthurian cycle") 
that deal with the same subject. 
2. Here Shelley enlarges the scope of the term 
poetry to denote all the creative achievements, or 
imaginative breakthroughs, of humankind, includ-
ing noninstitutional religious insights. 
3. Roman god of beginnings and endings, often 

represented by two heads facing opposite direc-
tions. 
4. Sir Philip Sidney had pointed out, in his 
Defence of Poesy, that votes, the Roman term for 
"poet," signifies "a diviner, fore-seer, or Prophet." 
5. I.e., restricted to specifically verbal poetry, as 
against the inclusive sense in which Shelley has 
been applying the term. 
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t h e n a t u r e itself of l anguage , w h i c h is a m o r e d i rec t r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of t h e 
ac t ions a n d p a s s i o n s of o u r i n t e rna l be ing , a n d i s suscep t ib l e of m o r e var ious 
a n d de l ica te c o m b i n a t i o n s , t h a n co lour , f o r m , o r m o t i o n , a n d i s m o r e plast ic 
a n d o b e d i e n t to t h e c o n t r o u l o f t ha t f acu l ty of w h i c h i t i s t h e c rea t ion . For 
l anguage i s arbi t rar i ly p r o d u c e d by t h e I m a g i n a t i o n a n d has re la t ion to 
t h o u g h t s a lone ; b u t all o t h e r ma te r i a l s , i n s t r u m e n t s a n d c o n d i t i o n s o f ar t , have 
re la t ions a m o n g e a c h o the r , w h i c h l imit a n d i n t e r p o s e b e t w e e n c o n c e p t i o n 
a n d express ion . T h e f o r m e r 6 i s as a mi r ro r w h i c h re f lec ts , t h e la t te r as a c loud 
w h i c h e n f e e b l e s , t h e l ight o f w h i c h b o t h are m e d i u m s o f c o m m u n i c a t i o n . 
H e n c e t h e f a m e o f scu lp to r s , p a i n t e r s a n d m u s i c i a n s , a l t h o u g h t h e in t r ins ic 
powers of t h e grea t m a s t e r s of t h e s e ar t s , may yield in no deg ree to t ha t of 
t h o s e w h o have emp loyed l anguage as t h e h ie roglyphic o f the i r t h o u g h t s , has 
never equa l l ed t h a t o f poe t s in t h e r e s t r i c t ed s e n s e of t h e t e rm; as two per -
f o r m e r s of e q u a l skill will p r o d u c e u n e q u a l e f f ec t s f r o m a gui ta r a n d a h a r p . 
T h e f a m e of legis la tors a n d f o u n d e r s o f rel igions, so long as t he i r in s t i tu t ions 
last , a lone s e e m s to exceed t ha t o f poe t s in t h e r e s t r i c t ed sense ; b u t i t c a n 
scarcely be a q u e s t i o n w h e t h e r , i f we d e d u c t t h e ce lebr i ty w h i c h the i r f la t te ry 
of t h e gross o p i n i o n s of t h e vulgar usual ly conc i l i a tes , t o g e t h e r wi th t ha t w h i c h 
be longed to t h e m in t he i r h i g h e r c h a r a c t e r o f poe t s , any excess will r ema in . 

W e have t h u s c i r c u m s c r i b e d t h e m e a n i n g o f t h e word Poe t ry wi th in t h e 
l imits o f t ha t ar t w h i c h i s t h e m o s t f ami l i a r a n d t h e m o s t p e r f e c t express ion 
of t h e f a c u l t y i tself . I t i s neces sa ry howeve r to m a k e t h e circle still na r rower , 
a n d t o d e t e r m i n e t h e d i s t inc t ion b e t w e e n m e a s u r e d a n d u n m e a s u r e d lan-
guage ; 7 f o r t h e p o p u l a r division in to p rose a n d verse i s inadmiss ib le in a c c u r a t e 
ph i losophy . 

S o u n d s a s well a s t h o u g h t s have re la t ion b o t h b e t w e e n e a c h o t h e r a n d 
towards t h a t w h i c h they r e p r e s e n t , a n d a p e r c e p t i o n of t h e o rde r of t hose 
re la t ions h a s always b e e n f o u n d c o n n e c t e d wi th a p e r c e p t i o n of t h e o rde r of 
t h e re la t ions of t h o u g h t s . H e n c e t h e l a n g u a g e of p o e t s ha s ever a f f e c t e d a 
ce r t a in u n i f o r m a n d h a r m o n i o u s r e c u r r e n c e o f s o u n d , w i t h o u t w h i c h i t were 
n o t poetry , a n d w h i c h i s scarce ly less i nd i spensab l e to t h e c o m m u n i c a t i o n of 
its i n f l u e n c e , t h a n t h e words themse lves , w i t h o u t r e f e r e n c e to t ha t pecu l i a r 
o rde r . H e n c e t h e vani ty of t r ans l a t ion ; i t were as wise to cas t a violet i n to a 
c ruc ib l e t h a t you migh t d iscover t h e f o r m a l p r inc ip le o f its co lou r a n d odour , 
as seek to t r a n s f u s e f r o m o n e l anguage in to a n o t h e r t h e c r ea t i ons o f a poe t . 
T h e p l an t m u s t sp r ing aga in f r o m its seed o r i t will b e a r no f l o w e r — a n d th is 
i s t h e b u r t h e n of t h e c u r s e of B a b e l . 8 

An obse rva t ion of t h e regu la r m o d e of t h e r e c u r r e n c e of th is h a r m o n y in 
t h e l anguage of poe t i ca l m inds , t o g e t h e r wi th its r e la t ion to mus ic , p r o d u c e d 
m e t r e , or a ce r t a in sys tem of t rad i t iona l f o r m s of h a r m o n y of l anguage . Yet i t 
i s by no m e a n s e s sen t i a l t h a t a poe t s h o u l d a c c o m m o d a t e his l anguage to th is 
t r ad i t iona l f o r m , so t h a t t h e h a r m o n y w h i c h i s i ts spir i t , be observed . T h e 
p rac t i se i s i n d e e d c o n v e n i e n t a n d p o p u l a r , a n d to be p r e f e r r e d , especial ly in 
s u c h c o m p o s i t i o n a s i n c l u d e s m u c h f o r m a n d ac t ion : b u t every grea t p o e t m u s t 
inevi tably i n n o v a t e u p o n t h e e x a m p l e o f his p r e d e c e s s o r s in t h e exact s t r u c t u r e 

6. I.e., language, as opposed to the media of sculp-
ture, painting, and music. 
7. I.e., in meter versus in prose. 
8. When the descendants of Noah, who spoke a 
single language, undertook to build the Tower of 

Babel, which would reach heaven, God cut short 
the attempt by multiplying languages so that the 
builders could no longer communicate (see Gen-
esis 11 .1-9) . 
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of h is pecu l i a r vers i f ica t ion . T h e d i s t inc t ion b e t w e e n poe t s a n d p rose wri ters 
i s a vulgar e r ror . T h e d i s t i nc t ion b e t w e e n p h i l o s o p h e r s a n d poe t s has b e e n 
a n t i c i p a t e d . 9 P l a to w a s essent ia l ly a p o e t — t h e t r u t h a n d s p l e n d o u r of his 
imagery a n d t h e m e l o d y of his l anguage i s t h e m o s t i n t e n s e t ha t i t i s poss ib le 
t o conce ive . He r e j e c t e d t h e m e a s u r e o f t h e epic , d r ama t i c , a n d lyrical f o rms , 
b e c a u s e he s o u g h t to k ind le a h a r m o n y in t h o u g h t s d ives ted of s h a p e a n d 
ac t i on , a n d he f o r b o r e t o i nven t a n y regu la r p l an o f r h y t h m w h i c h would 
i n c l u d e , u n d e r d e t e r m i n a t e f o r m s , t h e var ied p a u s e s o f h is style. C i c e r o 1 

s o u g h t to im i t a t e t h e c a d e n c e o f his pe r iods b u t wi th little succes s . Lord B a c o n 
was a p o e t . 2 H i s l anguage h a s a swee t a n d m a j e s t i c r h y t h m , w h i c h sat isf ies 
t h e sense , no less t h a n t h e a l m o s t s u p e r h u m a n w i s d o m o f his ph i losophy 
sat isf ies t h e in te l lec t ; i t i s a s t ra in w h i c h d i s t ends , a n d t h e n bu r s t s t h e c i r cum-
f e r e n c e o f t h e hea re r ' s m i n d , a n d p o u r s itself f o r t h t oge the r w i t h i t i n to t h e 
universa l e l e m e n t w i t h w h i c h i t h a s p e r p e t u a l sympa thy . All t h e a u t h o r s o f 
revo lu t ions in o p i n i o n a re n o t on ly necessa r i ly poe t s a s t hey are inven tors , n o r 
even as t he i r words unve i l t h e p e r m a n e n t ana logy of th ings by images w h i c h 
pa r t i c ipa t e in t h e life o f t r u t h ; b u t as the i r pe r iods a re h a r m o n i o u s a n d rhy th-
mica l a n d c o n t a i n in t h e m s e l v e s t h e e l e m e n t s o f verse; be ing t h e e c h o o f t h e 
e t e r n a l m u s i c . N o r a re t h o s e s u p r e m e poe t s , w h o h a v e emp loyed t rad i t iona l 
f o r m s of r h y t h m on a c c o u n t o f t h e f o r m a n d ac t i on of the i r sub jec t s , less 
c a p a b l e o f pe rce iv ing a n d t e a c h i n g t h e t r u t h o f th ings , t h a n t h o s e w h o have 
o m i t t e d t h a t f o r m . S h a k e s p e a r e , D a n t e a n d Mi l ton (to c o n f i n e ourse lves t o 
m o d e r n wr i te r s ) a re p h i l o s o p h e r s o f t h e very lo f t ies t power . 

A p o e m is t h e very image of l ife expressed in its e t e r n a l t r u t h . T h e r e is th is 
d i f f e r e n c e b e t w e e n a s tory a n d a p o e m , t h a t a s tory is a ca t a logue of d e t a c h e d 
fac t s , w h i c h h a v e n o o t h e r b o n d o f c o n n e x i o n t h a n t ime , p lace , c i r c u m s t a n c e , 
c a u s e a n d e f f e c t ; t h e o t h e r i s t h e c r ea t i on o f ac t ions a c c o r d i n g to t h e 
u n c h a n g e a b l e f o r m s o f h u m a n n a t u r e , a s exis t ing in t h e m i n d o f t h e c rea tor , 
w h i c h i s itself t h e i m a g e of all o t h e r m i n d s . T h e o n e i s par t ia l , a n d appl ies 
only to a de f in i t e pe r iod of t ime , a n d a ce r t a in c o m b i n a t i o n of even t s w h i c h 
c a n never aga in r e c u r ; t h e o t h e r i s un iversa l , a n d c o n t a i n s wi th in itself t h e 
g e r m of a re la t ion to w h a t e v e r mot ives or a c t i ons have p l ace in t h e poss ib le 
var ie t ies o f h u m a n n a t u r e . T i m e , w h i c h des t roys t h e b e a u t y a n d t h e u s e o f t h e 
s tory of p a r t i c u l a r fac t s , s t r ipt o f t h e poe t ry w h i c h s h o u l d invest t h e m , aug-
m e n t s t h a t o f Poet ry , a n d fo r ever deve lops n e w a n d w o n d e r f u l app l i ca t ions 
o f t h e e t e r n a l t r u t h w h i c h i t c o n t a i n s . H e n c e e p i t o m e s 3 have b e e n cal led t h e 
m o t h s of j u s t h i s to ry ; 4 t hey ea t o u t t h e poe t ry of it. T h e s tory of p a r t i c u l a r f ac t s 
i s as a mi r ro r w h i c h o b s c u r e s a n d d is tor t s t h a t w h i c h s h o u l d be b e a u t i f u l : 
P o e t r y is a m i r r o r w h i c h m a k e s b e a u t i f u l t h a t w h i c h is d i s to r t ed . 

T h e p a r t s of a c o m p o s i t i o n m a y be poe t ica l , w i t h o u t t h e c o m p o s i t i o n as a 
w h o l e be ing a p o e m . A s ingle s e n t e n c e m a y be c o n s i d e r e d as a w h o l e t h o u g h 
it be f o u n d in a ser ies of u n a s s i m i l a t e d po r t ions ; a s ingle word even m a y be a 
spa rk o f inex t ingu i shab le t h o u g h t . A n d t h u s all t h e g rea t h i s to r i ans , H e r o d o -
tus , P l u t a r c h , Livy, 5 w e r e poe t s ; a n d a l t h o u g h t h e p l a n o f t h e s e wri ters , e spe-
cially t ha t of Livy, r e s t r a i n e d t h e m f r o m deve lop ing this f acu l ty in its h ighes t 

9. I.e., in what Shelley has already said. 
1. Marcus Tullius Cicero, the great Roman orator 
of the 1st century B.C.E. 
2. See the Filium Lahyrinthi and the Essay on 
Death particularly [Shelley's note]. 
3. Abstracts, summaries. 
4. Ry Racon in The Advancement of Learning 

2.2.4. 
5. Titus Livius (59 B.C.E.—17 c.E.) wrote an 
immense history of Rome. Herodotus (ca. 480—ca. 
425 B.C.E.) wTote the first systematic history of 
Greece. Plutarch (ca. 46—ca. 120 C.E.) wrote Par-
allel Lives (of eminent Greeks and Romans). 
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degree , they m a k e c o p i o u s a n d a m p l e a m e n d s fo r t he i r sub jec t ion , by f i l l i ng 
all t h e in te r s t i ces of the i r sub j ec t s wi th living images . 

Hav ing d e t e r m i n e d w h a t i s poet ry , a n d w h o are poe t s , le t u s p r o c e e d to 
e s t i m a t e its e f f ec t s u p o n society. 

Poe t ry is ever a c c o m p a n i e d wi th p l ea su re : all spir i ts on w h i c h i t falls, o p e n 
themse lves to receive t h e w i s d o m w h i c h i s ming led wi th its del ight . In t h e 
i n f ancy o f t h e wor ld , n e i t h e r poe t s t hemse lves n o r the i r aud i to r s a re ful ly 
aware of t h e exce l lence of poet ry: fo r i t ac ts in a divine a n d u n a p p r e h e n d e d 
m a n n e r , beyond a n d above c o n s c i o u s n e s s ; a n d i t i s reserved fo r f u t u r e gen-
era t ions t o c o n t e m p l a t e a n d m e a s u r e t h e migh ty c a u s e a n d e f f ec t i n all t h e 
s t r eng th a n d s p l e n d o u r o f the i r u n i o n . Even in m o d e r n t imes , no living poe t 
ever arr ived a t t h e f u l n e s s o f his f a m e ; t h e j u r y wh ich sits in j u d g e m e n t u p o n 
a poe t , b e l o n g i n g as he does to all t ime , m u s t be c o m p o s e d of his pee rs : i t 
m u s t be i m p a n e l l e d by T i m e f r o m t h e se lec tes t o f t h e wise o f m a n y gene ra -
t ions . A Poe t is a n igh t inga le , w h o sits in d a r k n e s s a n d sings to c h e e r its own 
sol i tude wi th swee t s o u n d s ; his aud i to r s a re a s m e n e n t r a n c e d by t h e me lody 
o f an u n s e e n m u s i c i a n , w h o fee l t h a t they a re moved a n d s o f t e n e d , yet know 
n o t w h e n c e o r why. T h e p o e m s o f H o m e r a n d h is c o n t e m p o r a r i e s were t h e 
de l ight o f i n f a n t G r e e c e ; t hey w e r e t h e e l e m e n t s o f t ha t social sys tem w h i c h 
i s t h e c o l u m n u p o n w h i c h all s u c c e e d i n g civilization has r eposed . H o m e r 
e m b o d i e d t h e ideal p e r f e c t i o n o f his age in h u m a n c h a r a c t e r ; no r c an we d o u b t 
t h a t t h o s e w h o r ead his verses w e r e a w a k e n e d to an a m b i t i o n o f b e c o m i n g like 
to Achil les , H e c t o r a n d Ulysses: t h e t r u t h a n d b e a u t y o f f r i e n d s h i p , pa t r io t i sm 
a n d pe r sever ing devot ion to an ob jec t , were unve i led to t h e d e p t h s in t he se 
i m m o r t a l c r ea t i ons : t h e s e n t i m e n t s o f t h e aud i t o r s m u s t have b e e n re f ined a n d 
en la rged by a s y m p a t h y wi th s u c h grea t a n d lovely i m p e r s o n a t i o n s , un t i l f r o m 
a d m i r i n g t hey imi t a t ed , a n d f r o m imi t a t i on they iden t i f i ed t hemse lves wi th t h e 
ob jec t s o f t he i r a d m i r a t i o n . N o r let i t be ob jec t ed , t ha t t h e s e c h a r a c t e r s a re 
r e m o t e f r o m mora l p e r f e c t i o n , a n d tha t they c a n b y n o m e a n s b e c o n s i d e r e d 
a s ed i fy ing p a t t e r n s fo r genera l imi ta t ion . Every e p o c h u n d e r n a m e s m o r e o r 
less spec ious has de i f ied its pecu l i a r e r rors ; Revenge is t h e n a k e d Idol of t h e 
wor sh ip of a s e m i - b a r b a r o u s age; a n d Se l f -dece i t is t h e veiled Image of 
u n k n o w n evil b e f o r e w h i c h luxury a n d sa t ie ty lie p ros t r a t e . Bu t a p o e t cons id -
ers t h e vices of h is c o n t e m p o r a r i e s as t h e t e m p o r a r y dress in w h i c h his crea-
t ions m u s t be a r rayed , a n d w h i c h cover w i t h o u t c o n c e a l i n g t h e e t e rna l 
p r o p o r t i o n s of the i r beau ty . An epic or d r a m a t i c p e r s o n a g e i s u n d e r s t o o d to 
w e a r t h e m a r o u n d his soul , a s h e m a y t h e a n t i e n t a r m o u r o r t h e m o d e r n 
u n i f o r m a r o u n d h is body; whi ls t i t i s easy to conce ive a dress m o r e g r ace fu l 
t h a n e i ther . T h e b e a u t y o f t h e i n t e rna l n a t u r e c a n n o t be so fa r c o n c e a l e d by 
its acc iden ta l ves tu re , bu t t ha t t h e spiri t of its f o r m shall c o m m u n i c a t e itself 
to t h e very disguise , a n d ind ica t e t h e s h a p e i t h ides f r o m t h e m a n n e r in w h i c h 
i t is worn . A m a j e s t i c f o r m a n d g r ace fu l m o t i o n s will express t hemse lves 
t h r o u g h t h e m o s t b a r b a r o u s a n d tas te less c o s t u m e . F e w poe t s o f t h e h ighes t 
c lass have c h o s e n to exhibi t t h e b e a u t y of the i r c o n c e p t i o n s in its n a k e d t r u t h 
a n d s p l e n d o u r ; a n d i t i s d o u b t f u l w h e t h e r t h e alloy of c o s t u m e , hab i t , e tc . , be 
not neces sa ry to t e m p e r th is p l ane t a ry m u s i c 6 fo r mor ta l ears . 

T h e who le ob jec t ion , however , of t h e immora l i t y of poe t ry 7 res ts u p o n a 
m i s c o n c e p t i o n o f t h e m a n n e r i n w h i c h poe t ry ac t s t o p r o d u c e t h e mora l 
6. The music made by the revolving crystalline implicitly dealing with the charge, voiced by Plato 
spheres of the planets, inaudible to human ears. in his Republic, that poetry is immoral because it 
7. In the preceding paragraph Shelley has been represents evil characters acting evilly. 
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i m p r o v e m e n t o f m a n . E th i ca l s c i e n c e 8 a r r a n g e s t h e e l e m e n t s w h i c h poe t ry has 
c r ea t ed , a n d p r o p o u n d s s c h e m e s a n d p r o p o s e s examples o f civil a n d d o m e s t i c 
life: n o r i s i t fo r w a n t o f a d m i r a b l e d o c t r i n e s t h a t m e n ha te , a n d despise , and 
c e n s u r e , a n d dece ive , a n d s u b j u g a t e o n e a n o t h e r . Bu t Poe t ry ac t s i n a n o t h e r 
a n d diviner m a n n e r . I t a w a k e n s a n d en la rges t h e m i n d itself by r e n d e r i n g i t 
t h e r ecep tac l e of a t h o u s a n d u n a p p r e h e n d e d c o m b i n a t i o n s of t h o u g h t . Poe t ry 
l if ts t h e veil f r o m t h e h i d d e n b e a u t y o f t h e wor ld , a n d m a k e s fami l i a r ob jec t s 
be as i f they w e r e no t fami l ia r ; i t r e p r o d u c e s 9 all t h a t i t r ep re sen t s , a n d t h e 
i m p e r s o n a t i o n s c lo thed in its Elysian l ight s t a n d t h e n c e f o r w a r d in t h e m i n d s 
o f t h o s e w h o have o n c e c o n t e m p l a t e d t h e m , a s m e m o r i a l s o f t h a t gen t l e a n d 
exal ted c o n t e n t 1 w h i c h ex t ends i tself over all t h o u g h t s a n d ac t ions wi th w h i c h 
i t coexists . T h e g rea t s ec re t of m o r a l s is Love; or a go ing o u t of o u r own n a t u r e , 
a n d an iden t i f i ca t ion of ourse lves wi th t h e b e a u t i f u l w h i c h exists in t h o u g h t , 
ac t ion , o r p e r s o n , n o t o u r o w n . A m a n , to be great ly good, m u s t imag ine 
in tense ly a n d comprehens ive ly ; he m u s t p u t h imse l f i n t h e p l ace o f a n o t h e r 
a n d o f m a n y o the r s ; t h e pa in s a n d p l e a s u r e s o f his spec ies m u s t b e c o m e his 
own . T h e grea t i n s t r u m e n t o f m o r a l good i s t h e i m a g i n a t i o n ; 2 a n d poe t ry 
a d m i n i s t e r s t o t h e e f f e c t by a c t i n g u p o n t h e c a u s e . Poe t ry en la rges t h e cir-
c u m f e r e n c e of t h e i m a g i n a t i o n by r e p l e n i s h i n g i t w i th t h o u g h t s of ever n e w 
del ight , w h i c h have t h e p o w e r o f a t t r a c t i n g a n d ass imi la t ing to the i r own 
n a t u r e all o t h e r t h o u g h t s , a n d w h i c h f o r m n e w intervals a n d in te rs t ices w h o s e 
void for ever c raves f r e s h food . Poe t ry s t r e n g t h e n s t ha t f acu l ty w h i c h i s t h e 
o rgan o f t h e m o r a l n a t u r e o f m a n , in t h e s a m e m a n n e r a s exercise s t r e n g t h e n s 
a l imb. A P o e t t h e r e f o r e w o u l d do ill to e m b o d y his own c o n c e p t i o n s of r ight 
a n d wrong , w h i c h a re usua l ly t h o s e of his p l ace a n d t ime , in his poe t ica l 
c rea t ions , w h i c h p a r t i c i p a t e in n e i t h e r . By th is a s s u m p t i o n of t h e in fe r io r 
of f ice o f i n t e r p r e t i n g t h e e f f ec t , in w h i c h p e r h a p s a f t e r all he m i g h t acqu i t 
h imsel f b u t imper fec t ly , he w o u l d res ign t h e glory in a pa r t i c ipa t ion in t h e 
c a u s e . 3 T h e r e was l i t t le d a n g e r t ha t H o m e r , o r a n y o f t h e e t e rna l Poe t s , shou ld 
have so fa r m i s u n d e r s t o o d themse lves as to have a b d i c a t e d th is t h r o n e of the i r 
wides t d o m i n i o n . T h o s e in w h o m t h e poe t i ca l facul ty , t h o u g h great , i s less 
i n t ense , as Eur ip ides , L u c a n , T a s s o , 4 S p e n s e r , have f r e q u e n t l y a f f e c t e d 5 a 
m o r a l a im, a n d t h e e f f e c t o f t he i r poe t ry i s d i m i n i s h e d in exact p ropor t ion to 
t h e degree in w h i c h t h e y c o m p e l us to adver t t o th is p u r p o s e . 6 

* # * 

I t i s d i f f icu l t to d e f i n e p l e a s u r e in its h ighes t sense ; t h e def in i t ion involving 
a n u m b e r of a p p a r e n t pa radoxes . For , f r o m an inexpl icable de fec t of h a r m o n y 
in t h e c o n s t i t u t i o n of h u m a n n a t u r e , t h e pa in of t h e infer ior i s f r e q u e n t l y 
c o n n e c t e d wi th t h e p l e a s u r e s o f t h e supe r io r po r t i ons o f o u r be ing . Sorrow, 
8. Moral philosophy. 
9. Produces anew, re-creates. 
1. Contentment. 
2. Central to Shelley's theory is the concept 
(developed by 18th-century philosophers) of the 
sympathetic imagination—the faculty by which an 
individual is enabled to identify with the thoughts 
and feelings of others. Shelley insists that the fac-
ulty in poetry that enables us to share the joys and 
sufferings of invented characters is also the basis 
of all morality, for it compels us to feel for others 
as we feel for ourselves. 
3. The "effect," or the explicit moral standards 
into which imaginative insights are translated at a 
particular time or place, is contrasted to the 

"cause" of all morality, the imagination itself. 
4. Tasso Torquato (1544 -1595) , Italian poet, 
author of Jerusalem Delivered, an epic poem about 
a crusade. Euripides (ca. 484—406 B . C . E . ) , Greek 
writer of tragedies. Lucan (39—65 C . E . ) , Roman 
poet, author of the Pharsalia. 
5. Assumed, adopted. 
6. In the following, omitted passage, Shelley 
reviews the history of drama and poetry in relation 
to civilization and morality and proceeds to refute 
the charge that poets are less useful than "rea-
soners and merchants." He begins by defining util-
ity in terms of pleasure and then distinguishes 
between the lower (physical and material) and the 
higher (imaginative) pleasures. 
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t e r ror , a n g u i s h , de spa i r itself a re o f t e n t h e c h o s e n express ions o f an approxi-
m a t i o n to t h e h ighes t good. O u r s y m p a t h y in t ragic f i c t i on d e p e n d s on th is 
p r inc ip le ; t r agedy de l ights by a f f o r d i n g a s h a d o w of t h e p l e a s u r e w h i c h exists 
in pa in . Th i s i s t h e s o u r c e also of t h e m e l a n c h o l y w h i c h i s i n sepa rab l e f rom 
t h e swee tes t melody . T h e p l e a s u r e t h a t i s i n so r row i s swee te r t h a n t h e p lea-
su re of p l e a s u r e i tself . A n d h e n c e t h e saying, "It i s be t t e r to go to t h e h o u s e 
o f m o u r n i n g , t h a n to t h e h o u s e o f m i r t h . " 7 N o t t h a t th i s h ighes t spec ies o f 
p l ea su re i s necessa r i ly f inked wi th pa in . T h e de l ight of love a n d f r iendship , 
t h e ecs tasy o f t h e a d m i r a t i o n o f n a t u r e , t h e joy o f t h e p e r c e p t i o n a n d still m o r e 
of t h e c r ea t i on of p o e t r y i s o f t e n whol ly una l loyed . 

T h e p r o d u c t i o n a n d a s s u r a n c e o f p l ea su re in th i s h ighes t s ense i s t r u e 
util i ty. T h o s e w h o p r o d u c e a n d prese rve th i s p l e a s u r e a re P o e t s o r poe t ica l 
ph i l o sophe r s . 

T h e exer t ions o f Locke , H u m e , G i b b o n , Vol ta i re , R o u s s e a u , 8 a n d t he i r dis-
ciples , in f a v o u r o f o p p r e s s e d a n d d e l u d e d h u m a n i t y , a re en t i t l ed to t h e grat-
i t u d e of m a n k i n d . Yet i t i s easy to c a l c u l a t e t h e deg ree of m o r a l a n d in te l l ec tua l 
i m p r o v e m e n t w h i c h t h e wor ld w o u l d have exhib i ted , h a d they never lived. A 
little m o r e n o n s e n s e w o u l d have b e e n ta lked fo r a c e n t u r y o r two; a n d p e r h a p s 
a f e w m o r e m e n , w o m e n , a n d ch i ld ren , b u r n t a s he re t i c s . W e m i g h t no t a t 
th is m o m e n t h a v e b e e n c o n g r a t u l a t i n g e a c h o t h e r on t h e abol i t ion o f t h e 
Inqu i s i t i on in S p a i n . 9 B u t i t exceeds all i m a g i n a t i o n to conce ive w h a t w o u l d 
have b e e n t h e m o r a l c o n d i t i o n o f t h e wor ld i f n e i t h e r D a n t e , P e t r a r c h , Boc-
cacc io , C h a u c e r , S h a k e s p e a r e , C a l d e r o n , Lord B a c o n , n o r Mi l t on , h a d ever 
existed; i f R a p h a e l a n d M i c h a e l Ange lo h a d never b e e n b o r n ; i f t h e H e b r e w 
poe t ry h a d never b e e n t r ans l a t ed ; i f a revival of t h e s tudy of G r e e k l i t e ra tu re 
h a d never t a k e n p lace ; i f n o m o n u m e n t s o f a n t i e n t s c u l p t u r e h a d b e e n h a n d e d 
d o w n to us ; a n d i f t h e poe t ry of t h e re l igion of t h e a n t i e n t wor ld h a d b e e n 
ex t ingu i shed t o g e t h e r w i t h its bel ief . T h e h u m a n m i n d cou ld never , except by 
t h e i n t e r v e n t i o n o f t h e s e exc i t emen t s , have b e e n a w a k e n e d to t h e inven t ion 
o f t h e grosser sc i ences , a n d t h a t app l i ca t ion o f analy t ica l r e a s o n i n g to t h e 
a b e r r a t i o n s of society, w h i c h i t i s n o w a t t e m p t e d to exalt over t h e d i rec t expres-
s ion of t h e invent ive a n d c rea t ive f acu l ty itself. 

W e have m o r e mora l , pol i t ica l a n d h i s tor ica l w i s d o m , t h a n w e k n o w h o w t o 
r e d u c e i n t o p rac t i ce ; w e have m o r e sc ient i f ic a n d e c o n o m i c a l k n o w l e d g e t h a n 
c a n be a c c o m m o d a t e d t o t h e j u s t d i s t r i bu t ion o f t h e p r o d u c e w h i c h i t mu l t i -
pl ies . T h e p o e t r y in t h e s e sys tems of t h o u g h t , i s c o n c e a l e d by t h e a c c u m u l a t i o n 
of f ac t s a n d c a l c u l a t i n g p roces se s . T h e r e i s no w a n t o f k n o w l e d g e r e spec t ing 
w h a t i s wises t a n d b e s t in mora l s , g o v e r n m e n t , a n d pol i t ica l e c o n o m y , o r a t 
least , w h a t i s wise r a n d b e t t e r t h a n w h a t m e n n o w p rac t i s e a n d e n d u r e . But 
we let "I dare not wa i t u p o n I would, like t h e p o o r ca t i' t h e adage . " 1 W e w a n t 2 

t h e creat ive f acu l ty t o i m a g i n e t h a t w h i c h w e know; w e w a n t t h e g e n e r o u s 
i m p u l s e to ac t t h a t w h i c h we imagine ; we w a n t t h e p o e t r y o f life: o u r ca lcu-
la t ions have o u t r u n c o n c e p t i o n ; w e have e a t e n m o r e t h a n w e c a n diges t . T h e 
cu l t iva t ion of t h o s e s c i ences w h i c h have en l a rged t h e l imits o f t h e e m p i r e of 
m a n over t h e ex te rna l wor ld , has , fo r w a n t o f t h e poe t i ca l facul ty , p ropo r t i on -

7. Ecclesiastes 7.2. 
8. I follow the classification adopted by the author 
of Four Ages of Poetry. But Rousseau was essen-
tially a poet. The others, even Voltaire, were mere 
reasoners [Shelley's note]. 
9. The Inquisition had been suspended following 
the Spanish Revolution of 1820, the year before 

Shelley wrote this essay; it was not abolished per-
manently until 1834. 
1. The words with which Lady Macbeth encour-
ages her husband's ambition (Shakespeare, Mac-
beth 1 .7 .44-45) . 
2. Lack. 
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ally c i r c u m s c r i b e d t h o s e o f t h e i n t e rna l wor ld ; a n d m a n , hav ing ens laved the 
e l e m e n t s , r e m a i n s h imse l f a slave. To w h a t b u t a cu l t iva t ion of t h e m e c h a n i c a l 
a r t s in a deg ree d i s p r o p o r t i o n e d to t h e p r e s e n c e of t h e crea t ive facul ty , wh ich 
is t h e bas is of all knowledge , is to be a t t r i b u t e d t h e a b u s e of all inven t ion for 
abr idg ing a n d c o m b i n i n g l abour , to t h e exaspe ra t ion o f t h e inequa l i ty o f m a n -
kind? F r o m w h a t o t h e r c a u s e has i t a r i sen t h a t t h e s e inven t ions w h i c h shou ld 
have l igh tened , have a d d e d a we igh t to t h e c u r s e imposed on A d a m ? 3 Poet ry , 
a n d t h e p r inc ip l e o f Self , o f w h i c h m o n e y i s t h e visible i n c a r n a t i o n , a re t h e 
G o d a n d M a m m o n o f t h e w o r l d . 4 

T h e f u n c t i o n s o f t h e poe t i ca l f acu l ty a re two-fo ld ; by o n e i t c r ea t e s n e w 
mate r ia l s of knowledge , a n d p o w e r a n d p l ea su re ; by t h e o t h e r i t e n g e n d e r s in 
t h e m i n d a des i re to r e p r o d u c e a n d a r r a n g e t h e m a c c o r d i n g to a ce r t a in r h y t h m 
a n d o rde r w h i c h may be ca l led t h e b e a u t i f u l a n d t h e good. T h e cul t iva t ion o f 
poe t ry i s neve r m o r e to be des i red t h a n a t pe r iods w h e n , f r o m an excess o f t h e 
self ish a n d ca l cu l a t i ng pr inc ip le , t h e a c c u m u l a t i o n of t h e ma te r i a l s o f ex ternal 
life exceed t h e q u a n t i t y of t h e p o w e r of ass imi la t ing t h e m to t h e in t e rna l laws 
o f h u m a n n a t u r e . T h e body has t h e n b e c o m e too unwie ldy fo r t h a t wh ich 
a n i m a t e s it. 

Poe t ry i s i n d e e d s o m e t h i n g divine. I t i s a t o n c e t h e c e n t r e a n d c i r c u m f e r e n c e 
of knowledge ; i t i s t h a t w h i c h c o m p r e h e n d s all s c i ence , a n d t ha t to w h i c h all 
s c i ence m u s t be r e f e r r ed . I t i s a t t h e s a m e t i m e t h e root a n d b lossom of all 
o t h e r sys tems of t h o u g h t ; i t i s t h a t f r o m w h i c h all spr ing, a n d t h a t w h i c h 
a d o r n s all; a n d t h a t w h i c h , i f b l igh ted , den ie s t h e f ru i t a n d t h e seed , a n d 
w i thho ld s f r o m t h e b a r r e n wor ld t h e n o u r i s h m e n t a n d t h e succes s ion o f t h e 
sc ions of t h e t r ee of l ife. I t i s t h e p e r f e c t a n d c o n s u m m a t e s u r f a c e a n d b loom 
of th ings ; i t i s as t h e o d o u r a n d t h e co lou r of t h e rose to t h e t ex ture of t h e 
e l e m e n t s w h i c h c o m p o s e it, a s t h e f o r m a n d t h e s p l e n d o u r o f u n f a d e d beau ty 
to t h e sec re t s o f a n a t o m y a n d c o r r u p t i o n . W h a t w e r e Vi r tue , Love, Pa t r io t i sm, 
F r i e n d s h i p e t c . — w h a t w e r e t h e scene ry o f th is b e a u t i f u l Universe w h i c h we 
i n h a b i t — w h a t were o u r conso l a t i ons on th is s ide o f t h e g r a v e — a n d w h a t were 
o u r a sp i ra t ions beyond i t—if Poe t ry did no t a s c e n d to b r ing light a n d f ire f r o m 
t h o s e e t e rna l reg ions w h e r e t h e owl-winged f acu l ty o f ca lcu la t ion da re no t 
ever soar? Poe t ry is n o t like r ea son ing , a p o w e r to be exer ted a c c o r d i n g to t h e 
d e t e r m i n a t i o n of t h e will. A m a n c a n n o t say, "I will c o m p o s e poe t ry ." T h e 
g rea tes t p o e t even c a n n o t say it: fo r t h e m i n d in c r ea t ion is as a f a d i n g coal 
w h i c h s o m e invisible i n f l u e n c e , like an i n c o n s t a n t wind , a w a k e n s to t rans i to ry 
b r igh tnes s : th i s p o w e r ar ises f r o m wi th in , like t h e co lour of a f lower w h i c h 
f a d e s a n d c h a n g e s as i t i s deve loped , a n d t h e c o n s c i o u s po r t ions of o u r n a t u r e s 
a re u n p r o p h e t i c e i t h e r o f its a p p r o a c h or its d e p a r t u r e . C o u l d th i s i n f l u e n c e 
be d u r a b l e in its or iginal pur i ty a n d fo rce , i t i s imposs ib le to p r ed i c t t h e great-
ne s s o f t h e resu l t s ; b u t w h e n c o m p o s i t i o n begins , insp i ra t ion i s a l ready on the 
dec l ine , a n d t h e m o s t g lor ious poe t ry t h a t ha s ever b e e n c o m m u n i c a t e d t o the 
wor ld is p robab ly a f eeb l e s h a d o w of t h e or iginal c o n c e p t i o n of t h e poe t . I 
appea l to t h e g rea te s t P o e t s of t h e p r e s e n t day, w h e t h e r i t be no t an er ror to 
asser t t h a t t h e f ines t pas sages o f poe t ry a re p r o d u c e d by l abour a n d s tudy. T h e 
toil a n d t h e delay r e c o m m e n d e d by cr i t ics c an be jus t ly i n t e rp r e t ed to m e a n 
no m o r e t h a n a c a r e f u l obse rva t ion of t h e insp i red m o m e n t s , a n d an art if icial 
connex ion of t h e spaces b e t w e e n the i r sugges t ions by t h e in t e r t ex tu re of con-

3. God says to Adam: "cursed is the ground forthy 
sake. . . . Thorns also and thistles shall it bring 
forth. . . . In the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat 
bread, till thou return unto the ground" (Genesis 

3 .17-19) . 
4. Matthew 6.24: "Ye cannot serve God and Mam-
mon." 
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ven t iona l express ions ; a necess i ty only i m p o s e d by t h e l imi t edness of t h e poe t -
ical f acu l ty i tself . For Mi l t on conce ived t h e Pa rad i se Lost as a who le b e f o r e 
he e x e c u t e d i t i n por t ions . We h a v e h is own a u t h o r i t y also fo r t h e M u s e having 
"d ic ta t ed" to h i m t h e " u n p r e m e d i t a t e d song , " 5 a n d let th is be an a n s w e r to 
t h o s e w h o wou ld al lege t h e fifty-six var ious r ead ings of t h e first l ine of t h e 
O r l a n d o F u r i o s o . 6 C o m p o s i t i o n s so p r o d u c e d a re to poe t ry w h a t mosa i c i s to 
pa in t ing . Th i s ins t inc t a n d in tu i t i on of t h e poe t ica l f acu l ty i s still m o r e observ-
able in t h e p las t ic a n d p ic tor ia l ar ts : a grea t s t a t u e or p i c t u r e grows u n d e r t h e 
power of t h e ar t i s t as a ch i ld in t h e m o t h e r ' s w o m b ; and t h e very m i n d w h i c h 
d i rec ts t h e h a n d s in f o r m a t i o n i s i n c a p a b l e of a c c o u n t i n g to itself fo r t h e 
origin, t h e g rada t ions , o r t h e m e d i a o f t h e p rocess . 

Poe t ry i s t h e r eco rd o f t h e bes t a n d h a p p i e s t 7 m o m e n t s o f t h e h a p p i e s t a n d 
bes t m i n d s . We a re aware o f e v a n e s c e n t v is i ta t ions o f t h o u g h t a n d fee l ing 
s o m e t i m e s a s soc ia t ed wi th p lace o r p e r s o n , s o m e t i m e s regard ing o u r own 
m i n d a lone , a n d always ar i s ing u n f o r e s e e n a n d d e p a r t i n g u n b i d d e n , b u t ele-
va t ing and de l i gh t fu l b e y o n d all express ion : so t h a t even in t h e des i re a n d t h e 
regre t they leave, t h e r e c a n n o t b u t be p l ea su re , pa r t i c ipa t ing as i t does in t h e 
n a t u r e of its ob jec t . I t is as i t w e r e t h e i n t e r p e n e t r a t i o n of a diviner n a t u r e 
t h r o u g h o u r own; b u t its f o o t s t e p s are like t h o s e of a w i n d over a sea, w h e r e 
t h e c o m i n g ca lm erases , a n d w h o s e t r aces r e m a i n only a s on t h e wr ink led s a n d 
w h i c h paves it. T h e s e a n d c o r r e s p o n d i n g c o n d i t i o n s o f b e i n g are expe r i enced 
pr incipal ly by t h o s e o f t h e mos t de l ica te sens ib i l i ty 8 a n d t h e m o s t en la rged 
imag ina t ion ; a n d t h e s t a t e o f m i n d p r o d u c e d by t h e m i s a t wa r wi th every ba se 
des i re . T h e e n t h u s i a s m of v i r tue , love, pa t r io t i sm, a n d f r i e n d s h i p i s essent ia l ly 
l inked wi th t h e s e e m o t i o n s ; a n d whi ls t they last , self a p p e a r s as w h a t i t is, an 
a t o m to a Universe . Poe t s a re n o t only s u b j e c t to t h e s e expe r i ences as spiri ts 
o f t h e m o s t r e f ined organ iza t ion , b u t they c a n co lou r all t h a t t hey c o m b i n e 
wi th t h e e v a n e s c e n t h u e s of th i s e the r i a l wor ld ; a word , or a t rai t in the rep-
r e s e n t a t i o n of a s c e n e or a pass ion , will t o u c h t h e e n c h a n t e d c h o r d , a n d rean-
i m a t e , i n t h o s e w h o have ever expe r i enced t h e s e e m o t i o n s , t h e s leeping, t h e 
cold , t h e bu r i ed image of t h e pas t . Poe t ry t h u s m a k e s i m m o r t a l all t ha t i s bes t 
a n d m o s t b e a u t i f u l i n t h e wor ld; i t a r res t s t h e van i sh ing appa r i t i ons w h i c h 
h a u n t the i n t e r l u n a t i o n s 9 o f life, a n d veil ing t h e m or in l anguage or in f o r m 
s e n d s t h e m fo r th a m o n g m a n k i n d , b e a r i n g swee t n e w s o f k ind red joy t o t h o s e 
wi th w h o m the i r s is ters a b i d e — a b i d e , b e c a u s e t h e r e i s no por ta l o f express ion 
f r o m t h e cave rns o f t h e spiri t w h i c h they i nhab i t i n to t h e un ive r se o f th ings . 
Poe t ry r e d e e m s f r o m decay t h e v is i ta t ions o f t h e divinity in m a n . 

Poet ry t u r n s all t h ings to lovel iness; i t exalts t h e b e a u t y of t ha t wh ich is 
m o s t beau t i fu l , a n d i t adds b e a u t y to t ha t w h i c h i s m o s t d e f o r m e d ; i t mar r i e s 
exul ta t ion and hor ror , grief a n d p l ea su re , e t e rn i ty a n d c h a n g e ; i t s u b d u e s to 
u n i o n u n d e r its l ight yoke all i r r econc i l ab le th ings . I t t r a n s m u t e s all t h a t i t 
t o u c h e s , a n d every f o r m m o v i n g wi th in t h e r a d i a n c e of i ts p r e s e n c e i s c h a n g e d 
by w o n d r o u s sympa thy to an i n c a r n a t i o n of t h e spiri t w h i c h i t b r e a t h e s ; its 
s ec re t a l c h e m y t u r n s t o p o t a b l e go ld 1 t h e p o i s o n o u s wa te r s w h i c h f low f r o m 
d e a t h t h r o u g h life; i t s t r ips t h e veil of fami l ia r i ty f r o m t h e wor ld , and lays b a r e 
t h e naked and s l eep ing b e a u t y w h i c h i s t h e spirit o f its f o r m s . 

All th ings exist as they a re perce ived : a t leas t in re la t ion to the pe rc ip ien t . 
5. Paradise Lost 9.21—24. 
6. The epic poem by the 16th-century Italian poet 
Ariosto, noted for his care in composition. 
7. In the double sense of "most joyous" and "most 
apt or felicitous in invention." 
8. Sensitivity, capacity for sympathetic feeling. 

9. The dark intervals between the old and new 
moons. 
1. Alchemists aimed to produce a drinkable 
("potable") form of gold that would be an elixir of 
life, curing all diseases. 
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"The m i n d is its own p lace , a n d of itself c a n m a k e a h e a v e n of hel l , a hell of 
h e a v e n . " 2 Bu t p o e t r y d e f e a t s t h e c u r s e w h i c h b inds u s t o be sub j ec t ed t o t h e 
a c c i d e n t o f s u r r o u n d i n g impres s ions . A n d w h e t h e r i t sp reads its own f igured 
cu r t a in or w i t h d r a w s life 's d a r k veil f r o m b e f o r e t h e s c e n e of th ings , i t equal ly 
c rea t e s fo r us a b e i n g w i t h i n o u r be ing . I t m a k e s us t h e i n h a b i t a n t s of a wor ld 
to wh ich t h e f ami l i a r wor ld i s a chaos . I t r e p r o d u c e s t h e c o m m o n un ive r se of 
w h i c h we a re p o r t i o n s a n d pe rc ip i en t s , a n d i t p u r g e s f r o m o u r inward sight 
t h e f i lm o f fami l ia r i ty w h i c h o b s c u r e s f r o m us t h e w o n d e r o f o u r be ing . I t 
c o m p e l s u s t o f ee l t h a t w h i c h we perce ive , a n d t o imag ine t h a t w h i c h we k n o w . 
I t c rea tes a n e w t h e un ive r se a f t e r i t h a s b e e n a n n i h i l a t e d i n o u r m i n d s by t h e 
r e c u r r e n c e of i m p r e s s i o n s b l u n t e d by r e i t e r a t i o n . 3 I t jus t i f i es tha t bold a n d 
t r u e word of Tasso : Non merita nome di creatore, se non lddio ed il Poeta.4 

A Poe t , as he i s t h e a u t h o r to o the r s of t h e h ighes t w i s d o m , p l easu re , v i r tue 
a n d glory, so he o u g h t pe r sona l ly to be t h e happ ie s t , t h e bes t , t h e wisest , a n d 
t h e m o s t i l lus t r ious of m e n . As to his glory, let T i m e be cha l l enged to dec la re 
w h e t h e r t h e f a m e o f any o t h e r i n s t i t u to r o f h u m a n l ife be c o m p a r a b l e t o tha t 
o f a poe t . T h a t he i s t h e wises t , t h e happ ie s t , a n d t h e bes t , i n a s m u c h as he i s 
a poe t , i s equa l ly incon t rover t ib le : t h e g rea te s t p o e t s have b e e n m e n of the 
m o s t spot less v i r tue , o f t h e m o s t c o n s u m m a t e p r u d e n c e , a n d , i f we cou ld look 
in to t h e in t e r io r o f t h e i r lives, t h e m o s t f o r t u n a t e o f m e n : a n d t h e except ions , 
as they r ega rd t h o s e w h o pos se s sed t h e poe t i c f acu l ty in a h igh yet in fe r io r 
degree , will be f o u n d on c o n s i d e r a t i o n t o c o n f i r m r a t h e r t h a n des t roy t h e ru le . 
Le t us f o r a m o m e n t s toop to t h e a rb i t r a t i on o f p o p u l a r b r e a t h , a n d u s u r p i n g 
a n d u n i t i n g in o u r o w n p e r s o n s t h e i n c o m p a t i b l e c h a r a c t e r s o f accuse r , wit-
ness , j u d g e a n d execu t ione r , let u s d e c i d e w i t h o u t trial, t es t imony, o r f o r m 
t h a t ce r ta in mot ives o f t h o s e w h o a re " t he r e s i t t ing w h e r e we dare n o t soa r" 5 

a re r e p r e h e n s i b l e . Le t us a s s u m e t h a t H o m e r w a s a d r u n k a r d , t ha t Virgil was 
a f l a t t e re r , t h a t H o r a c e was a coward , t h a t T a s s o w a s a m a d m a n , t h a t Lord 
B a c o n w a s a p e c u l a t o r , t h a t R a p h a e l was a l iber t ine , t h a t S p e n s e r was a poe t 
l a u r e a t e . 6 I t i s i n c o n s i s t e n t wi th th i s division of o u r s u b j e c t to c i te living poe t s , 
b u t Pos te r i ty h a s d o n e a m p l e j u s t i c e t o t h e grea t n a m e s n o w r e f e r r ed to. The i r 
e r ro r s have b e e n w e i g h e d a n d f o u n d to have b e e n d u s t i n t h e b a l a n c e ; i f the i r 
s ins "were as scar le t , t hey a re n o w w h i t e as snow" ; 7 t hey have b e e n w a s h e d in 
t h e b lood o f t h e m e d i a t o r a n d t h e r e d e e m e r T i m e . O b s e r v e in w h a t a lud ic rous 
c h a o s t h e i m p u t a t i o n s o f r ea l o r f i c t i t i ous c r i m e have b e e n c o n f u s e d in t h e 
c o n t e m p o r a r y c a l u m n i e s aga ins t poe t ry a n d p o e t s ; 8 cons ide r h o w little is, a s 
i t a p p e a r s — o r appea r s , as i t is; look to you r own motives , a n d j u d g e no t , les t 
ye be j u d g e d . 9 

Poetry , as ha s b e e n said, in th is r e s p e c t d i f fe r s f r o m logic, t h a t i t i s n o t 

2. Satan's speech, Paradise Lost 1 .254-55 . 
3. Shelley's version of a widespread Romantic 
doctrine that the poetic imagination transforms 
the familiar into the miraculous and re-creates the 
old world into a new world. See, e.g., Coleridge's 
Biographia Literaria, chap. 4: "To carry on the feel-
ings of childhood into the powers of manhood; to 
combine the child's sense of wonder and novelty 
with the appearances which every day for perhaps 
forty years has rendered familiar; . . . this is the 
character and privilege of genius" (p. 474) . 
4. "No one merits the name of Creator except God 
and the Poet." Quoted by Pierantonio Serassi in 
his Life ofTorquato Tasso (1785). 
5. Satan's scornful words to the angels who dis-

cover him after he has surreptitiously entered 
Eden: "Ye knew me once no mate / For you, sitting 
where ye durst not soar" (Paradise Lost 4.828—29). 
6. Charges that had in fact been made against 
these men. The use of "poet laureate" as a derog-
atory term was a dig at Robert Southey, who held 
that honor at the time Shelley was writing. "Pec-
ulator": an embezzler of public money. Raphael is 
the 16th-century Italian painter. 
7. Isaiah 1.18. 
8. Shelley alludes especially to the charges of 
immorality by contemporary reviewers against 
Lord Byron and himself. 
9. Christ's warning in Matthew 7.1. 
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s u b j e c t to t h e c o n t r o u l o f t h e act ive p o w e r s o f t h e m i n d , a n d t h a t its b i r th a n d 
r e c u r r e n c e h a s no neces sa ry c o n n e x i o n w i t h c o n s c i o u s n e s s or will. I t i s pre-
s u m p t u o u s t o d e t e r m i n e t h a t t h e s e ' a r e t h e n e c e s s a r y c o n d i t i o n s o f all m e n t a l 
c a u s a t i o n , w h e n m e n t a l e f f ec t s a re expe r i enced i n s u s c e p t i b l e o f be ing r e f e r r ed 
to t h e m . T h e f r e q u e n t r e c u r r e n c e of t h e poe t i ca l power , i t i s obvious to sup-
pose , may p r o d u c e i n t h e m i n d an h a b i t o f o rde r a n d h a r m o n y corre la t ive wi th 
its own n a t u r e a n d wi th its e f f ec t s u p o n o t h e r m i n d s . Bu t in t h e in tervals o f 
insp i ra t ion , a n d t hey m a y be f r e q u e n t w i t h o u t b e i n g du rab l e , a p o e t b e c o m e s 
a m a n , a n d i s a b a n d o n e d to t h e s u d d e n ref lux o f t h e i n f l u e n c e s u n d e r w h i c h 
o the r s hab i tua l ly live. Bu t as he i s m o r e del ica te ly o rgan ized t h a n o t h e r m e n , 
a n d s ens ib l e 2 to p a i n a n d p l e a s u r e , b o t h his own a n d t ha t o f o the r s , in a degree 
u n k n o w n t o t h e m , h e will avoid t h e o n e a n d p u r s u e t h e o t h e r wi th a n a r d o u r 
p r o p o r t i o n e d to th is d i f f e r e n c e . And he r e n d e r s h imse l f obnox ious to cal-
u m n y , 3 w h e n h e neg lec t s t o observe t h e c i r c u m s t a n c e s u n d e r w h i c h t h e s e 
ob jec t s o f un ive r sa l p u r s u i t a n d f l ight have d i sgu ised t hemse lves in o n e 
a n o t h e r ' s g a r m e n t s . 

B u t t h e r e i s n o t h i n g necessa r i ly evil in th is e r ror , a n d t h u s cruel ty , envy, 
revenge , avar ice , a n d t h e pas s ions pu re ly evil, have neve r f o r m e d any por t ion 
of t h e p o p u l a r i m p u t a t i o n s on t h e lives of poe t s . 

I have t h o u g h t i t m o s t f avou rab l e to t h e c a u s e of t r u t h to set d o w n t h e s e 
r e m a r k s a c c o r d i n g to t h e o rde r i n w h i c h t hey w e r e sugges t ed t o my m i n d , by 
a c o n s i d e r a t i o n of t h e s u b j e c t i tself , i n s t e a d of fo l lowing t h a t of t h e t rea t i se 
t h a t exci ted m e t o m a k e t h e m p u b l i c . 4 T h u s a l t h o u g h devoid o f t h e fo rmal i ty 
of a po lemica l reply; i f t h e view they c o n t a i n be j u s t , t hey will be f o u n d to 
involve a r e f u t a t i o n of t h e d o c t r i n e s of t h e F o u r Ages of Poet ry , so fa r a t least 
as regards t h e f i rs t division of t h e sub jec t . I c a n readi ly c o n j e c t u r e w h a t shou ld 
have moved t h e gall of t h e l e a rned a n d in te l l igen t a u t h o r of t h a t pape r ; I 
con fe s s mysel f , l ike h i m , unwi l l ing to be s t u n n e d by t h e T h e s e i d s o f t h e h o a r s e 
C o d r i o f t h e day. Bavius a n d M a e v i u s 5 u n d o u b t e d l y are , as they ever were , 
i n s u f f e r a b l e p e r s o n s . B u t i t be longs to a p h i l o s o p h i c a l cr i t ic to d i s t inguish 
r a t h e r t h a n c o n f o u n d . 

T h e first p a r t o f t h e s e r e m a r k s h a s r e l a t ed to Poe t ry in its e l e m e n t s a n d 
pr inc ip les ; a n d i t h a s b e e n s h e w n , a s well a s t h e n a r r o w l imits ass igned t h e m 
w o u l d p e r m i t , t h a t w h a t is cal led poet ry , in a r e s t r i c t ed sense , has a c o m m o n 
s o u r c e w i t h all o t h e r f o r m s o f o rde r a n d o f b e a u t y a c c o r d i n g to w h i c h t h e 
ma te r i a l s o f h u m a n l i fe a re suscep t ib l e o f b e i n g a r r anged , a n d w h i c h i s poe t ry 
i n an un iversa l s ense . 

T h e s e c o n d p a r t 6 will have f o r i ts ob jec t an app l i ca t ion o f t he se p r inc ip les 
to t h e p r e s e n t s t a t e of t h e cu l t iva t ion of Poe t ry , a n d a d e f e n c e of t h e a t t e m p t 
t o idealize t h e m o d e r n f o r m s o f m a n n e r s a n d op in ions , a n d c o m p e l t h e m in to 
a s u b o r d i n a t i o n to t h e imagina t ive a n d crea t ive facu l ty . Fo r t h e l i t e ra tu re of 

1. I.e., consciousness or will. Shelley again pro-
poses that some mental processes are uncon-
scious—outside our control or awareness. 
2. I.e., sensitive to, conscious of. Cf. Words-
worth's Preface to Lyrical Ballads (p. 269): "What 
is a poet? . . . He is a man speaking to men: a man, 
it is true, endued with more lively sensibility, more 
enthusiasm, and tenderness, who has a greater 
knowledge of human nature, and a more compre-
hensive soul, than are supposed to be common 
among mankind." 
3. Exposed to slander. 

4. Peacock's "Four Ages of Poetry." 
5. Would-be poets satirized by Virgil and Horace. 
"Theseids": epic poems about Theseus. Codrus 
(plural "Codri") was the Roman author of a long, 
dull Tlieseid attacked by Juvenal and others. In 
1794 and 1795 the conservative critic William Gif-
ford had borrowed from Virgil and Horace and 
published the Baviad and the Maeviad, hard-
hitting and highly influential satires on popular 
poetry and drama. 
6. Shelley, however, completed only the first part. 
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Eng land , an e n e r g e t i c d e v e l o p e m e n t o f wh ich has ever p r e c e d e d o r accom-
p a n i e d a grea t a n d f r e e d e v e l o p e m e n t of t h e n a t i o n a l will, ha s a r i sen as i t were 
f r o m a n e w b i r th . In spi te of t h e l o w - t h o u g h t e d envy w h i c h would u n d e r v a l u e 
c o n t e m p o r a r y mer i t , o u r o w n will be a m e m o r a b l e age in in te l l ec tua l achieve-
m e n t s , and we live a m o n g s u c h p h i l o s o p h e r s a n d p o e t s a s su rpas s beyond 
c o m p a r i s o n any w h o have a p p e a r e d s ince t h e last na t i ona l s t ruggle fo r civil 
a n d rel igious l iber ty . 7 T h e m o s t u n f a i l i n g he ra ld , c o m p a n i o n , a n d fo l lower o f 
t h e a w a k e n i n g of a grea t p e o p l e to w o r k a benef ic ia l c h a n g e in op in ion or 
i n s t i t u t ion , i s Poet ry . At s u c h pe r iods t h e r e i s an a c c u m u l a t i o n of t h e p o w e r 
o f c o m m u n i c a t i n g a n d rece iv ing i n t e n s e a n d i m p a s s i o n e d c o n c e p t i o n s 
r e spec t i ng m a n a n d n a t u r e . T h e p e r s o n s i n w h o m this power res ides , may 
o f t e n , as f a r as r ega rds m a n y po r t ions o f the i r n a t u r e , have li t t le a p p a r e n t 
c o r r e s p o n d e n c e wi th t ha t spirit o f good of w h i c h t hey are t h e min is te r s . But 
even whi ls t t hey d e n y a n d ab ju re , they a re yet c o m p e l l e d to serve, t h e Power 
w h i c h is s ea t ed u p o n t h e t h r o n e of the i r own soul . I t i s imposs ib le to read t h e 
c o m p o s i t i o n s of t h e m o s t ce l eb ra t ed wri ters o f t h e p r e s e n t day w i t h o u t be ing 
s ta r t led w i t h t h e e lec t r ic life w h i c h b u r n s wi th in the i r words . T h e y m e a s u r e 
t h e c i r c u m f e r e n c e a n d s o u n d t h e d e p t h s o f h u m a n n a t u r e wi th a c o m p r e h e n -
sive a n d a l l - pene t r a t i ng spiri t , a n d they a re t hemse lves p e r h a p s the mos t sin-
cere ly a s t o n i s h e d at its m a n i f e s t a t i o n s , f o r i t i s less the i r spiri t t h a n t h e spirit 
o f t h e age. Poe t s a re t h e h i e r o p h a n t s 8 o f an u n a p p r e h e n d e d inspi ra t ion , t h e 
mir rors o f t h e g igant ic s h a d o w s w h i c h f u t u r i t y cas t s u p o n the p re sen t , t h e 
words w h i c h express w h a t they u n d e r s t a n d no t ; t h e t r u m p e t s wh ich s ing t o 
ba t t le , a n d feel not w h a t t hey inspi re : t h e i n f l u e n c e w h i c h i s moved no t , b u t 
m o v e s . 9 P o e t s a re t h e u n a c k n o w l e d g e d legislators o f t h e W o r l d . 

1 8 2 1 1 8 4 0 
7. In the age of Milton and the English Civil Wars. 9. Aristotle had said that God is the "Unmoved 
8. Priests who are expositors of sacred mysteries. Mover" of the universe. 

J O H N C L A R E 

1 7 9 3 - 1 8 6 4 

Since the mid-eighteenth century, when critics had begun to worry that the authentic 
vigor of poetry was being undermined in their age of modern learning and refinement, 
they had looked for untaught primitive geniuses among the nation's peasantry. In the 
early-nineteenth-century literary scene, John Clare was the nearest thing to a "natural 
poet" there was. An earlier and greater peasant poet, Robert Burns, had managed to 
acquire a solid liberal education. Clare, however, was born at Helpston, a Northamp-
tonshire village, the son of a field laborer and a mother who was entirely illiterate, 
and he obtained only enough schooling to enable him to read and write. Although he 
was a sickly and fearful child, he had to work hard in the field, where he found himself 
composing verse "for downright pleasure in giving vent to my feelings." The fragments 
of an autobiography that he wrote later in life describe movingly, and with humor, 
the stratagems that as a young man he devised in order to find the time and the 
materials for writing. A blank notebook could cost him a week's wages. In 1820 
publication of his Poems Descriptive of Rural Life and Scenery attracted critical atten-
tion, and on a trip to London, he was made much of by leading writers of the day. 
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690 The child of grace and genius. Heartless things 
Are done and said i ' the world, and many worms 
And beasts and men live on, and mighty Earth 
From sea and mounta in , city and wilderness, 
In vesper 2 low or joyous orison, 0 prayer 

695 Lifts still its solemn voice:—but thou art f led— 
Thou canst no longer know or love the shapes 
Of this phantasmal scene, who have to thee 
Been purest ministers, who are, alas! 
Now thou art not. Upon those pallid lips 

700 So sweet even in their silence, on those eyes 
Tha t image sleep in death, upon that form 
Yet safe from the worm's outrage, let no tear 
Be shed—not even in thought . Nor, when those hues 
Are gone, and those divinest l ineaments , 

705 Worn by the senseless 0 wind, shall live alone unfeeling 
In the frail pauses of this simple strain, 
Let not high verse, mourning the memory 
Of that which is no more, or painting's woe 
Or sculpture, speak in feeble imagery 

710 Their own cold powers. Art and eloquence, 
And all the shews o' the world are frail and vain 
To weep a loss that turns their lights to shade. 
It is a woe too "deep for tears," 3 when all 
Is reft at once, when some surpassing Spirit, 

715 Whose light adorned the world around it, leaves 
Those who remain behind, not sobs or groans, 
T h e passionate tumul t of a clinging hope; 
But pale despair and cold tranquillity, 
Nature 's vast f rame, the web of h u m a n things, 

720 Birth and the grave, that are not as they were. 
1815 1816 

Mont Blanc1 

Lines Written in the Vale of Chamouni 

T h e everlasting universe of things 
Flows through the mind, and rolls its rapid waves, 
Now dark—now glit tering—now reflecting gloom— 
Now lending splendour, where f rom secret springs 

2. Evening prayer. 
3. From the last line of Wordsworth ' s "Ode: Inti-
mat ions of Immortality": "Thoughts tha t do of ten 
lie too deep for tears." 
1. "Mont Blanc," in which Shelley both echoes 
and argues with the poetry of na tura l description 
wri t ten by Wordswor th and Coleridge, was f i rs t 
publ ished as the conclus ion to the History of a Six 
Weeks' Tour. This was a book tha t Percy and Mary 
Shelley wrote together detailing the excursion tha t 
they and Claire Cla i rmont took in July 1816 to the 
valley of Chamonix , in what is now southeas te rn 

France . Tha t valley lies at the foot of Mont Blanc, 
the highest moun ta in in the Alps and in all Europe. 

In the History Percy Shelley commented on his 
poem: "It was composed under the immedia te 
impression of the deep and powerful feelings 
excited by the objects it a t tempts to describe; and, 
as an indisciplined overflowing of the soul rests its 
claim to approbat ion on an a t tempt to imitate the 
un tamab le wildness and inaccessible solemnity 
f rom which those feelings sprang." He was inspired 
to write the poem while s tanding on a bridge span-
n ing the river Arve, which flows through the valley 
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5 The source of human thought its tr ibute brings 
Of waters,—with a sound but half its own. 
Such as a feeble brook will oft assume 
In the wild woods, among the mounta ins lone, 
Where waterfalls around it leap forever, 

10 Where woods and winds contend, and a vast river 
Over its rocks ceaselessly bursts and raves. 

2 
Thus thou, Ravine of Arve—dark, deep Ravine— 
Thou many-coloured, many-voiced vale, 
Over whose pines, and crags, and caverns sail 

is Fast cloud shadows and sunbeams: awfuP scene, awe-inspiring 
W h e r e Power in likeness of the Arve comes down 
From the ice gulphs that gird his secret throne, 
Bursting through these dark mounta ins like the flame 
Of lightning through the tempest ;—thou dost lie, 

20 Thy giant brood of pines around thee clinging, 
Children of e lder 0 time, in whose devotion earlier, ancient 
The chainless winds still come and ever came 
To drink their odours, and their mighty swinging 
To hea r—an old and solemn harmony; 

25 Thine earthly rainbows stretched across the sweep 
Of the etherial waterfall, whose veil 
Robes some unsculp tured 2 image; the strange sleep 
W h i c h when the voices of the desart fail 
Wraps all in its own deep eternity;— 

30 Thy caverns echoing to the Arve's commotion, 
A loud, lone sound no other sound can tame; 
Thou art pervaded with that ceaseless motion, 
Thou art the path of that unrest ing sound— 
Dizzy Ravine! and when I gaze on thee 

35 I seem as in a t rance sublime and strange 
To muse on my own separate phantasy, 
My own, my h u m a n mind, which passively 
Now renders and receives fast influencings, 
Holding an unremit t ing interchange 

40 With the clear universe of things a round; 3 

One legion of wild thoughts, whose wandering wings 
Now float above thy darkness, and now rest 
Where that or thou art no unbidden guest, 

of Chamonix and is fed from above by the meltoff 
of the glacier, the Mer de Glace. 

In a letter to Thomas Love Peacock draf ted in 
the same week as "Mont Blanc," Shelley had 
recalled that the count de Buffon, a French pio-
neer of the science we now know as geology, had 
proposed a "sublime but gloomy theory—that this 
globe which we inhabit will at some fu tu re period 
be changed to a mass of frost ." This sense, which 
Shelley takes f rom Buffon, of a Nature that is 
utterly alien and indifferent to h u m a n beings (and 
whose history takes shape on a t imescale of incom-
prehensible immensity) is counterposed through-
out "Mont Blanc" with Shelley's interest , fueled by 
his reading of 1 8 th-century skeptics such as David 
Hume, in quest ions about the h u m a n mind, its 

powers, and the limits of knowledge. "All things 
exist as they are perceived: at least in relation to 
the percipient ," Shelley would later write in "A 
Defence of Poetry" (p. 837) . In "Mont Blanc" the 
priority that this s ta tement gives to the mind over 
the external world is challenged by the sheer 
destructive power of the mounta in . 
2. I.e., not formed by humans . 
3. This passage is remarkably parallel to a passage 
Shelley could not have read in The Prelude, first 
published in 1850, in which Wordsworth discov-
ers, in the landscape viewed from Mount Snow-
don, the "type" or "emblem" of the h u m a n mind in 
its in terchange with na ture (see The Prelude 
14.63ft"., p. 386). 
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In the still cave of the wi tch Poesy , 4 

45 Seeking among the shadows that pass by 
Ghosts of all things that are, some shade of thee, 
Some phantom, some faint image; till the breast 
From which they fled recalls them, thou art there! 5 

3 
S o m e say that gleams of a remoter world 

50 Visit the soul in s leep,—that death is slumber, 
And that its shapes the busy thoughts outnumber 
Of those w h o wake and live.—I look on high; 
Has some unknown omnipotence unfurled 
The veil of life and death? or do I lie 

55 In dream, and does the mightier world of sleep 
Spread far around and inaccessibly 
Its circles? For the very spirit fails, 
Driven like a homeless cloud from steep to steep 
That vanishes among the v iewless 0 gales! invisible 

60 Far, far above, piercing the infinite sky, 
M o n t Blanc appears,—still , snowy, and serene— 
Its subject mountains their unearthly forms 
Pile around it, ice and rock; broad vales be tween 
Of frozen floods, unfathomable deeps, 

65 Blue as the overhanging heaven, that spread 
And wind among the accumulated steeps; 
A desart peopled by the storms alone, 
Save° when the eagle brings some hunter's bone, except 
And the wolf tracts 0 her there—how hideously tracks 

70 Its shapes are heaped around! rude, bare, and high, 
Ghastly, and scarred, and r iven. 0 —Is this the scene split 
Where the old Earthquake-daemon 6 taught her young 
Ruin? Were these their toys? or did a sea 
Of fire, envelope once this silent snow? 

75 N o n e can reply—all seems eternal now. 
The wilderness has a mysterious tongue 
W h i c h teaches awful doubt, or faith so mild, 
So solemn, so serene, that man may be 
But for such faith 7 with nature reconciled; 

so Thou hast a voice, great Mountain , to repeal 
Large codes of fraud and woe; not understood 
By all, but w h i c h 8 the wise, and great, and good 
Interpret, or make felt, or deeply feel. 

4. I.e., in the par t of the mind that creates poetry. 
5. I.e., the thoughts (line 41) seek, in the poet 's 
creative faculty, some shade, phan tom, or image of 
the Ravine of the Arve; and when the breast, which 
has forgotten these images, recalls them again— 
there, suddenly, the Arve exists. 
6. A supernatura l being, halfway between mortals 
and the gods. Here i t represents the force that 
makes ear thquakes . Shelley views this landscape 
as the product of violent geological upheavals in 
the past. 
7. I.e., "simply by holding such fai th." In Shelley's 

balance of possibilities, the landscape is equally 
capable ei ther of instilling such a Wordsworthian 
fa i th (in t he possibility of reconciling h u m a n s and 
nature , lines 78—79) or of producing the "awful" 
(i.e., "awesome") doubt (that na ture is totally alien 
to h u m a n needs and values). For Wordsworth 's 
faith in the correspondence of Nature and h u m a n 
thoughts and his conviction that "Nature never did 
betray / The heart that loved her," see "Tintern 
Abbey," lines 1 2 2 - 2 3 . 
8. T h e reference is to "voice," line 80. 
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4 
The fields, the lakes, the forests, and the streams, 

85 Ocean, and all the living things that dwell 
Within the daedal9 earth; lightning, and rain, 
Earthquake, and fiery flood, and hurricane, 
The torpor of the year when feeble dreams 
Visit the hidden buds, or dreamless sleep 

90 Holds every future leaf and flower;—the bound 
With which from that detested trance they leap; 
The works and ways of man, their death and birth, 
And that of him and all that his may be; 
All things that move and breathe with toil and sound 

95 Are born and die; revolve, subside and swell. 
Power dwells apart in its tranquillity 
Remote, serene, and inaccessible: 
And this, the naked countenance of earth, 
On which I gaze, even these primaeval mountains 

IOO Teach the adverting0 mind. The glaciers creep observant 
Like snakes that watch their prey, from their far fountains, 
Slow rolling on; there, many a precipice, 
Frost and the Sun in scorn of mortal power 
Have piled: dome, pyramid, and pinnacle, 

105 A city of death, distinct with many a tower 
And wall impregnable of beaming ice. 
Yet not a city, but a flood of ruin 
Is there, that from the boundaries of the sky 
Rolls its perpetual stream; vast pines are strewing 

110 Its destined path, or in the mangled soil 
Branchless and shattered stand: the rocks, drawn down 
From yon remotest waste, have overthrown 
The limits of the dead and living world, 
Never to be reclaimed. The dwelling-place 

lis Of insects, beasts, and birds, becomes its spoil; 
Their food and their retreat for ever gone, 
So much of life and joy is lost. The race 
Of man, flies far in dread; his work and dwelling 
Vanish, like smoke before the tempest's stream, 

120 And their place is not known. Below, vast caves 
Shine in the rushing torrents' restless gleam, 
Which from those secret chasms in tumult welling' 
Meet in the vale, and one majestic River,2 

The breath and blood of distant lands, for ever 
125 Rolls its loud waters to the ocean waves, 

Breathes its swift vapours to the circling air. 

5 
Mont Blanc yet gleams on high:—the power is there, 
The still and solemn power of many sights, 

9. Intricately formed; derived from Daedalus, 
builder of the labyrinth in Crete. 
1. This description (as well as that in lines 9—11) 
seems to be an echo of Coleridge's description of 
the chasm and sacred river in the recently pub-

lished "Kubla Khan," lines 12-24. 
2. The Arve, which flows into Lake Geneva. 
Nearby the river Rhone flows out of Lake Geneva 
to begin its course through France and into the 
Mediterranean. 
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And many sounds, and much of life and death. 
130 In the calm darkness of the moonless nights, 

In the lone glare of day, the snows descend 
Upon that Mountain; none beholds them there, 
Nor when the flakes burn in the sinking sun, 
Or the star-beams dart through them:—Winds contend 

135 Silently there, and heap the snow with breath 
Rapid and strong, but silently! Its home 
The voiceless lightning in these solitudes 
Keeps innocently, and like vapour broods 
Over the snow. The secret strength of things 

140 Which governs thought, and to the infinite dome 
Of heaven is as a law, inhabits thee! 
And what were thou,° and earth, and stars, and sea, Mont Blanc 
If to the human mind's imaginings 
Silence and solitude were vacancy? 

1816 1817 

Hymn to Intellectual Beauty1 

The awful shadow of some unseen Power 
Floats though unseen amongst us,—visiting 
This various world with as inconstant wing 

As summer winds that creep from flower to flower.— 
Like moonbeams that behind some piny mountain shower,2 

It visits with inconstant glance 
Each human heart and countenance; 

Like hues and harmonies of evening,— 
Like clouds in starlight widely spread,— 
Like memory of music fled,— 
Like aught that for its grace may be 

Dear, and yet dearer for its mystery. 

2 
Spirit of BEAUTY, that dost consecrate 

With thine own hues all thou dost shine upon 
Of human thought or form,—where art thou gone? 

Why dost thou pass away and leave our state, 
This dim vast vale of tears, vacant and desolate? 

Ask why the sunlight not forever 
Weaves rainbows o'er yon mountain river, 

Why aught° should fail and fade that once is shewn, anything 
Why fear and dream and death and birth 
Cast on the daylight of this earth 
Such gloom,—why man has such a scope 

For love and hate, despondency and hope? 

1. "Intellectual" means nonmaterial, that which is lend splendor, grace, and truth both to the natural 
beyond access to the human senses. In this poem world and to people's moral consciousness, 
intellectual beauty is something postulated to 2. Used as a verb, 
account for occasional states of awareness that 
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unworthy practitioners of the pastoral or literary art (stanzas 17, 27—29, 36—37), and 
above all, in the turn from despair at the finality of human death (lines 1, 64, 190: 
"He will awake no more, oh, never more!") to consolation in the sudden and contra-
dictory discovery that the grave is a gate to a higher existence (line 343 : "Peace, peace! 
he is not dead, he doth not sleep"). 

Published first in Pisa, Italy, in 1821, Adonais was not issued in England until 
1829, in an edition sponsored by the so-called Cambridge Apostles (the minor poet 
R. M. Milnes and the more famous poets Alfred Tennyson and A. H. Hallam). The 
appearance of this edition marked the beginning of Keats's posthumous emergence 
from obscurity. 

Adonais 

An Elegy on the Death of John Keats, Author of Endymion, Hyperion, etc. 
[Thou wert the morning star among the living, 

Ere thy fair light had fled— 
Now, having died, thou art as Hesperus, giving 

New splendour to the dead.]' 

1 
I weep for Adonais—he is dead! 
O, weep for Adonais! though our tears 
Thaw not the frost which binds so dear a head! 
And thou, sad Hour,2 selected from all years 

5 To mourn our loss, rouse thy obscure compeers,0 companions 
And teach them thine own sorrow, say: with me 
Died Adonais; till the Future dares 
Forget the Past, his fate and fame shall be 

An echo and a light unto eternity! 

2 
io Where wert thou mighty Mother,3 when he lay, 

When thy Son lay, pierced by the shaft which flies 
In darkness?4 where was lorn° Urania forlorn 
When Adonais died? With veiled eyes, 
'Mid listening Echoes, in her Paradise 

is She sate, while one,' with soft enamoured breath, 
Rekindled all the fading melodies, 
With which, like flowers that mock the corse0 beneath, corpse 

He had adorned and hid the coming bulk of death. 

3 
O, weep for Adonais—he is dead! 

20 Wake, melancholy Mother, wake and weep! 
Yet wherefore? Quench within their burning bed 
Thy fiery tears, and let thy loud heart keep 

1. Shelley prefixed to Adonais a Greek epigram 
attributed to Plato; this is Shelley's translation of 
the Greek. The planet Venus appears both as the 
morning star, Lucifer, and as the evening star, 
Hesperus or Vesper. Shelley makes of this phe-
nomenon a key symbol for Adonais's triumph over 
death, in stanzas 44—46. 
2. Shelley follows the classical mode of personi-
fying the hours, which mark the passage of time 

and turn of the seasons. 
3. Urania. She had originally been the Muse of 
astronomy, but the name was also an epithet for 
Venus. Shelley converts Venus Urania, who in 
Greek myth had been the lover of Adonis, into the 
mother of Adonais. 
4. Alludes to the anonymity of the review of 
Endymion. 
5. I.e., the echo of Keats's voice in his poems. 
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Like his, a mute and uncomplaining sleep; 
For he is gone, where all things wise and fair 
Descend;—oh, dream not that the amorous Deep 0 abyss 
Will yet restore him to the vital air; 

Death feeds on his mute voice, and laughs at our despair. 
4 

Most musical of mourners, weep again! 
Lament anew, Urania!—He 6 died, 
Who was the Sire of an immortal strain, 
Blind, old, and lonely, when his country's pride, 
The priest, the slave, and the liberticide, 
Trampled and mocked with many a loathed rite 
Of lust and blood; he went, unterrified, 
Into the gulph of death; but his clear Sprite 0 spirit 

Yet reigns o'er earth; the third among the sons of light. 7 

5 
Most musical of mourners, weep anew! 
Not all to that bright station dared to climb; 
And happier they their happiness who knew, 
Whose tapers 0 yet burn through that night of time candles 
In which suns perished; others more sublime, 
Struck by the envious wrath of man or God, 
Have sunk, extinct in their refulgent 0 prime; radiant 
And some yet live, treading the thorny road, 

Which leads, through toil and hate, to Fame's serene abode. 
6 

But now, thy youngest, dearest one, has perished— 
The nursling of thy widowhood, who grew, 
Like a pale flower by some sad maiden cherished, 
And fed with true love tears, instead of dew; 8 

Most musical of mourners, weep anew! 
Thy extreme 9 hope, the loveliest and the last, 
The bloom, whose petals nipt before they blew 0 bloomed 
Died on the promise of the fruit, is waste; 

The broken lily lies—the storm is overpast. 
7 

To that high Capital, 0 where kingly Death Rome 
Keeps his pale court in beauty and decay, 
He came; and bought, with price of purest breath, 
A grave among the eternal.—Come away! 
Haste, while the vault of blue Italian day 
Is yet his fitting charnel-roof! while still 
He lies, as if in dewy sleep he lay; 

6. Milton, regarded as precursor of the great 
poetic tradition in which Keats wrote. He had 
adopted Urania as the muse of Paradise Lost. Lines 
31—35 describe Milton's life during the restoration 
of the Stuart monarchy. 
7. In "A Defence of Poetry," Shelley says that Mil-

ton was the third great epic poet, along with 
Homer and Dante. The stanza following describes 
the lot of other poets, up to Shelley's own time. 
8. An allusion to an incident in Keats's Isabella. 
9. Last, as well as highest. 
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Awake him not! surely he takes his fill 
Of deep and liquid rest, forgetful of all ill. 

8 
He will awake no more, oh, never more!— 

65 Within the twilight chamber spreads apace, 
The shadow of white Death, and at the door 
Invisible Corruption waits to trace 
His extreme way to her dim dwelling-place; 
The eternal Hunger sits, but pity and awe 

70 Soothe her pale rage, nor dares she to deface 
So fair a prey, till darkness, and the law 

Of change, shall 'oer his sleep the mortal curtain draw. 
9 

O, weep for Adonais!—The quick 0 Dreams, living 

The passion-winged Ministers of thought, 
75 Who were his flocks, 1 whom near the living streams 

Of his young spirit he fed, and whom he taught 
The love which was its music, wander not,— 
Wander no more, from kindling brain to brain, 
But droop there, whence they sprung; and mourn their lot 

so Round the cold heart, where, after their sweet pain, 
They ne'er will gather strength, or find a home again. 

10 
And one 2 with trembling hands clasps his cold head, 
And fans him with her moonlight wings, and cries; 
"Our love, our hope, our sorrow, is not dead; 

85 See, on the silken fringe of his faint eyes, 
Like dew upon a sleeping flower, there lies 
A tear some Dream has loosened from his brain." 
Lost Angel of a ruined Paradise! 
She knew not 'twas her own; as with no stain 

90 She faded, like a cloud which had outwept its rain. 
11 

One from a lucid 0 urn of starry dew luminous 

Washed his light limbs as if embalming them; 
Another clipt her profuse locks, and threw 
The wreath upon him, like an anadem, 0 rich garland 

95 Which frozen tears instead of pearls begem; 
Another in her wilful grief would break 
Her bow and winged reeds, as if to stem 
A greater loss with one which was more weak; 

And dull the barbed fire against his frozen cheek. 
12 

IOO Another Splendour on his mouth alit, 
That mouth, whence it was wont 0 to draw the breath accustomed 

Which gave it strength to pierce the guarded wit, 3 

1. The products of Keats's imagination, figura- 2. One of the Dreams (line 73). 
tively represented (according to the conventions of 3. The cautious intellect (of the listener), 
the pastoral elegy) as his sheep. 
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And pass into the panting heart beneath 
With lightning and with music: the damp death 

105 Quenched its caress upon his icy lips; 
And, as a dying meteor stains a wreath 
Of moonlight vapour, which the cold night clips, 

It flushed through his pale limbs, and past to its eclipse. 

13 
And others came . . . Desires and Adorations, 

110 Winged Persuasions and veiled Destinies, 
Splendours, and Glooms, and glimmering Incarnations 
Of hopes and fears, and twilight Phantasies; 
And Sorrow, with her family of Sighs, 
And Pleasure, blind with tears, led by the gleam 

115 Of her own dying smile instead of eyes, 
Came in slow pomp;—the moving pomp might seem 

Like pageantry of mist on an autumnal stream. 

14 
All he had loved, and moulded into thought, 
From shape, and hue, and odour, and sweet sound, 

120 Lamented Adonais. Morning sought 
Her eastern watchtower, and her hair unbound, 
Wet with the tears which should adorn the ground, 
Dimmed the aerial eyes that kindle day; 
Afar the melancholy thunder moaned, 

125 Pale Ocean in unquiet slumber lay, 
And the wild winds flew round, sobbing in their dismay. 

15 
Lost Echo sits amid the voiceless mountains, 
And feeds her grief with his remembered lay,° song 
And will no more reply to winds or fountains, 

130 Or amorous birds perched on the young green spray, 
Or herdsman's horn, or bell at closing day; 
Since she can mimic not his lips, more dear 
Than those for whose disdain she pined away 
Into a shadow of all sounds:4—a drear 

135 Murmur, between their songs, is all the woodmen hear. 

16 
Grief made the young Spring wild, and she threw down 
Her kindling buds, as if she Autumn were, 
Or they dead leaves; since her delight is flown 
For whom should she have waked the sullen year? 

140 To Phoebus was not Hyacinth so dear5 

Nor to himself Narcissus, as to both 
Thou Adonais: wan they stand and sere6 

Amid the faint companions of their youth, 
With dew all turned to tears; odour, to sighing ruth.0 pity 

4. Because of her unrequited love for Narcissus, 
who was enamored of his own reflection (line 141), 
the nymph Echo pined away until she was only a 
reflected sound. 
5. Young Hyacinthus was loved by Phoebus 

Apollo, who accidentally killed him in a game of 
quoits. Apollo made the hyacinth flower spring 
from his blood. 
6. Dried, withered. 
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145 Thy spirit's sister, the lorn nightingale7 

Mourns not her mate with such melodious pain; 
Not so the eagle, who like thee could scale 
Heaven, and could nourish in the sun's domain 
Her mighty youth with morning,8 doth complain,0 lament 

150 Soaring and screaming round her empty nest, 
As Albion0 wails for thee: the curse of Cain England 
Light on his head9 who pierced thy innocent breast, 

And scared the angel soul that was its earthly guest! 

18 
Ah woe is me! Winter is come and gone, 

155 But grief returns with the revolving year; 
The airs and streams renew their joyous tone; 
The ants, the bees, the swallows reappear; 
Fresh leaves and flowers deck the dead Seasons' bier; 
The amorous birds now pair in every brake,0 thicket 

160 And build their mossy homes in field and brere;0 briar 
And the green lizard, and the golden snake, 

Like unimprisoned flames, out of their trance awake. 

19 
Through wood and stream and field and hill and Ocean 
A quickening life from the Earth's heart has burst 

165 As it has ever done, with change and motion, 
From the great morning of the world when first 
God dawned on Chaos; in its stream immersed 
The lamps of Heaven flash with a softer light; 
All baser things pant with life's sacred thirst; 

170 Diffuse themselves; and spend in love's delight, 
The beauty and the joy of their renewed might. 

20 
The leprous corpse touched by this spirit tender 
Exhales itself in flowers of gentle breath; 
Like incarnations of the stars, when splendour 

175 Is changed to fragrance, they illumine death 
And mock the merry worm that wakes beneath; 
Nought we know, dies. Shall that alone which knows 
Be as a sword consumed before the sheath1 

By sightless0 lightning?—th' intense atom glows invisible 
i8o A moment, then is quenched in a most cold repose. 

21 
Alas! that all we loved of him should be, 
But for our grief, as if it had not been, 
And grief itself be mortal! Woe is me! 
Whence are we, and why are we? of what scene 

185 The actors or spectators? Great and mean0 low 
Meet massed in death, who lends what life must borrow. 

7. To whom Keats had written "Ode to a Night-
ingale." 
8. In the legend the aged eagle, to renew his 
youth, flies toward the sun until his old plumage 

is burned off and the film cleared from his eyes. 
9. The reviewer of Endymion. 
I. The "sword" is the mind that knows; the 
"sheath" is its vehicle, the material body. 
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As long as skies are blue, and fields are green, 
Evening must usher night, night urge the morrow, 

Month follow month with woe, and year wake year to sorrow. 

22 
190 He will awake no more, oh, never more! 

"Wake thou," cried Misery, "childless Mother, rise 
Out of thy sleep, and slake,° in thy heart's core, assuage 
A wound more fierce than his with tears and sighs." 
And all the Dreams that watched Urania's eyes, 

195 And all the Echoes whom their sister's song2 

Had held in holy silence, cried: "Arise!" 
Swift as a Thought by the snake Memory stung, 

From her ambrosial rest the fading Splendour0 sprung. Urania 

23 
She rose like an autumnal Night, that springs 

200 Out of the East, and follows wild and drear 
The golden Day, which, on eternal wings, 
Even as a ghost abandoning a bier, 
Had left the Earth a corpse. Sorrow and fear 
So struck, so roused, so rapt Urania; 

205 So saddened round her like an atmosphere 
Of stormy mist; so swept her on her way 

Even to the mournful place where Adonais lay. 

24 
Out of her secret Paradise she sped, 
Through camps and cities rough with stone, and steel, 

210 And human hearts, which to her aery tread 
Yielding not, wounded the invisible 
Palms of her tender feet where'er they fell: 
And barbed tongues, and thoughts more sharp than they 
Rent0 the soft Form they never could repel, tore 

215 Whose sacred blood, like the young tears of May, 
Paved with eternal flowers that undeserving way. 

25 
In the death chamber for a moment Death 
Shamed by the presence of that living Might 
Blushed to annihilation, and the breath 

220 Revisited those lips, and life's pale light 
Flashed through those limbs, so late her dear delight. 
"Leave me not wild and drear and comfortless, 
As silent lightning leaves the starless night! 
Leave me not!" cried Urania: her distress 

225 Roused Death: Death rose and smiled, and met her vain caress. 

26 
"Stay yet awhile! speak to me once again; 
Kiss me, so long but as a kiss may live; 
And in my heartless' breast and burning brain 

2. I.e., the Echo in line 127. 3. Because her heart had been given to Adonais. 
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That word, that kiss shall all thoughts else survive 
230 With food of saddest memory kept alive, 

Now thou art dead, as if it were a part 
Of thee, my Adonais! I would give 
All that I am to be as thou now art! 

But I am chained to Time, and cannot thence depart! 

27 
235 "Oh gentle child, beautiful as thou wert, 

Why didst thou leave the trodden paths of men 
Too soon, and with weak hands though mighty heart 
Dare° the unpastured dragon in his den?4 challenge 
Defenceless as thou wert, oh where was then 

240 Wisdom the mirrored shield, or scorn the spear?5 

Or hadst thou waited the full cycle, when 
Thy spirit should have filled its crescent sphere,6 

The monsters of life's waste had fled from thee like deer. 

28 
"The herded wolves, bold only to pursue; 

245 The obscene ravens, clamorous o'er the dead; 
The vultures to the conqueror's banner true 
Who feed where Desolation first has fed, 
And whose wings rain contagion;—how they fled, 
When like Apollo, from his golden bow, 

250 The Pythian of the age7 one arrow sped 
And smiled!—The spoilers tempt no second blow, 

They fawn on the proud feet that spurn them lying low. 

"The sun comes forth, and many reptiles spawn; 
He sets, and each ephemeral insect8 then 

255 Is gathered into death without a dawn, 
And the immortal stars awake again; 
So is it in the world of living men: 
A godlike mind soars forth, in its delight 
Making earth bare and veiling heaven,9 and when 

260 It sinks, the swarms that dimmed or shared its light 
Leave to its kindred lamps' the spirit's awful night." 

3° 
Thus ceased she: and the mountain shepherds came, 
Their garlands sere, their magic mantles0 rent; cloaks 
The Pilgrim of Eternity,2 whose fame 

265 Over his living head like Heaven is bent, 
An early but enduring monument, 

4. I.e., the hostile reviewers. 
5. The allusion is to Perseus, who had cut off 
Medusa's head while avoiding the direct sight of 
her (which would have turned him to stone) by 
looking only at her reflection in his shield. 
6. I.e., when thy spirit, like the full moon, should 
have reached its maturity. 
7. Byron, who had directed against critics of the 
age his satiric poem English Bards and Scotch 
Reviewers (1809). The allusion is to Apollo, called 

"the Pythian" because he had slain the dragon 
Python. 
8. Insect that lives and dies in a single day. 
9. As the sun reveals the earth but veils the other 
stars. 
1. The other stars (i.e., creative minds), of lesser 
brilliance than the sun. 
2. Byron, who had referred to his Childe Harold 
as one of the "wanderers o'er Eternity" (3.669). 
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Came, veiling all the lightnings of his song 
In sorrow; from her wilds Ierne sent 
The sweetest lyrist' of her saddest wrong, 

270 And love taught grief to fall like music from his tongue. 

3 1 

Midst others of less note, came one frail Form,4 

A phantom among men; companionless 
As the last cloud of an expiring storm 
Whose thunder is its knell;° he, as I guess, funeral bell 

275 Had gazed on Nature's naked loveliness, 
Actaeon-like, and now he fled astray 
With feeble steps o'er the world's wilderness, 
And his own thoughts, along that rugged way, 

Pursued, like raging hounds, their father and their prey.5 

3 2 

280 A pardlike0 Spirit beautiful and swif t— leopardlike 
A Love in desolation masked;—a Power 
Girt round with weakness;—it can scarce uplift 
T h e weight of the superincumbent hour;6 

It is a dying lamp, a falling shower, 
285 A breaking billow;—even whilst we speak 

Is it not broken? On the withering flower 
T h e killing sun smiles brightly: on a cheek 

The life can burn in blood, even while the heart may break. 

33 
His head was bound with pansies overblown, 

290 And faded violets, white, and pied, and blue; 
And a light spear topped with a cypress cone, 
Round whose rude shaft dark ivy tresses grew7 

Yet dripping with the forest's noonday dew, 
Vibrated, as the ever-beating heart 

295 Shook the weak hand that grasped it; of that crew 
He came the last, neglected and apart; 

A herd-abandoned deer struck by the hunter's dart. 

34 
All stood aloof, and at his partial moan 
Smiled through their tears; well knew that gentle band 

300 W h o in another's fate now wept his own; 
As in the accents of an unknown land, 
He sung new sorrow; sad Urania scanned 
The Stranger's mien, and murmured: "who art thou?" 
He answered not, but with a sudden hand 

3. Thomas Moore (1779-1852) , from Ireland 
("lerne"), who had written poems about the 
oppression of his native land. 
4. Shelley, represented in one of his aspects— 
such as the Poet in Alastor, rather than the author 
of Prometheus Unbound. 
5. Actaeon, while hunting, came upon the naked 
Diana bathing and, as a punishment, was turned 

into a stag and torn to pieces by his own hounds. 
6. The heavy, overhanging hour of Keats's death. 
7. Like the thyrsus, the leaf-entwined and cone-
topped staff carried by Dionysus, to whom leopards 
(see line 280) are sacred. The pansies, which are 
"overblown," i.e., past their bloom, are emblems of 
sorrowful thought. The cypress is an emblem of 
mourning. 
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305 Made bare his branded and ensanguined0 brow, bloodied 
Which was like Cain's or Christ's8—Oh! that it should be so! 

35 
What softer voice is hushed over the dead? 
Athwart what brow is that dark mantle thrown? 
What form leans sadly o'er the white death-bed, 

310 In mockery of monumental stone,9 

The heavy heart heaving without a moan? 
If it be He,1 who, gentlest of the wise, 
Taught, soothed, loved, honoured the departed one; 
Let me not vex, with inharmonious sighs 

315 The silence of that heart's accepted sacrifice. 

36 
Our Adonais has drunk poison—oh! 
What deaf and viperous murderer could crown 
Life's early cup with such a draught of woe? 
The nameless worm2 would now itself disown: 

320 It felt, yet could escape the magic tone 
Whose prelude held all envy, hate, and wrong, 
But what was howling in one breast alone, 
Silent with expectation of the song,3 

Whose master's hand is cold, whose silver lyre unstrung. 

37 
325 Live thou, whose infamy is not thy fame! 

Live! fear no heavier chastisement from me, 
Thou noteless blot on a remembered name! 
But be thyself, and know thyself to be! 
And ever at thy season be thou free 

330 To spill the venom when thy fangs o'erflow: 
Remorse and Self-contempt shall cling to thee; 
Hot Shame shall burn upon thy secret brow, 

And like a beaten hound tremble thou shalt—as now. 

38 
Nor let us weep that our delight is fled 

335 Far from these carrion kites4 that scream below; 
He wakes or sleeps with the enduring dead; 
Thou canst not soar where he is sitting now.— 
Dust to the dust! but the pure spirit shall flow 
Back to the burning fountain whence it came, 

340 A portion of the Eternal,5 which must glow 
Through time and change, unquenchably the same, 

Whilst thy cold embers choke the sordid hearth of shame. 

8. His bloody ("ensanguined") brow bore a mark 
like that with which God had branded Cain for 
murdering Abel—or like that left by Christ's crown 
of thorns. 
9. In imitation of a memorial statue. 
1. Leigh Hunt, close friend of both Keats and 
Shelley. 
2. Snake—the anonymous reviewer. 

3. The promise of later greatness in Keats's early 
poems "held . . . silent" the expression of "all envy, 
hate, and wrong" except the reviewer's. 
4. A species of hawk that feeds on dead flesh. 
5. Shelley adopts for this poem the Neoplatonic 
view that all life and all forms emanate from the 
Absolute, the eternal One. The Absolute is imaged 
as both a radiant light source and an overflowing 
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3 9 
Peace, peace! he is not dead, he doth not sleep— 
He hath awakened from the dream of life— 

345 Tis we, who lost in stormy visions, keep 
With phantoms an unprofitable strife, 
And in mad trance, strike with our spirit's knife 
Invulnerable nothings.—We decay 
Like corpses in a charnel; fear and grief 

350 Convulse us and consume us day by day, 
And cold hopes swarm like worms within our living clay. 

4 ° 
He has outsoared the shadow of our night;6 

Envy and calumny0 and hate and pain, slander 
And that unrest which men miscall delight, 

355 Can touch him not and torture not again; 
From the contagion of the world's slow stain 
He is secure, and now can never mourn 
A heart grown cold, a head grown grey in vain; 
Nor, when the spirit's self has ceased to burn, 

360 With sparkless ashes load an unlamented urn. 

4 1 

He lives, he wakes—'tis Death is dead, not he; 
Mourn not for Adonais.—Thou young Dawn 
Turn all thy dew to splendour, for from thee 
The spirit thou lamentest is not gone; 

365 Ye caverns and ye forests, cease to moan! 
Cease ye faint flowers and fountains, and thou Air 
Which like a mourning veil thy scarf hadst thrown 
O'er the abandoned Earth, now leave it bare 

Even to the joyous stars which smile on its despair!7 

42 
370 He is made one with Nature: there is heard 

His voice in all her music, from the moan 
Of thunder, to the song of night's sweet bird;8 

He is a presence to be felt and known 
In darkness and in light, from herb and stone, 

375 Spreading itself where'er that Power may move 
Which has withdrawn his being to its own; 
Which wields the world with never wearied love, 

Sustains it from beneath, and kindles it above. 

43 
He is a portion of the loveliness 

380 Which once he made more lovely: he doth bear 
His part, while the one Spirit's plastic9 stress 
Sweeps through the dull dense world, compelling there, 

fountain, which circulates continuously through 
the dross of matter (stanza 43) and back to its 
source. 
6. He has soared beyond the shadow cast by the 
earth as it intercepts the sun's light. 
7. Shelley's science is, as usual, accurate: it is the 

envelope of air around the earth that, by diffusing 
and reflecting sunlight, veils the stars so that they 
are invisible during the day. 
8. The nightingale, in allusion to Keats's "Ode to 
a Nightingale." 
9. Formative, shaping. 
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All new successions to the forms they wear; 
Torturing th' unwilling dross that checks its flight 
To its own likeness, as each mass may bear; 1 

And bursting in its beauty and its might 
From trees and beasts and men into the Heaven's light. 

4 4 
The splendours of the firmament of time 
May be eclipsed, but are extinguished not; 
Like stars to their appointed height they climb 
And death is a low mist which cannot blot 
The brightness it may veil. 2 When lofty thought 
Lifts a young heart above its mortal lair, 
And love and life contend in it, for what 0 whatever 
Shall be its earthly doom, 0 the dead live there 3 destiny 

And move like winds of light on dark and stormy air. 
45 

The inheritors of unfulfilled renown 4 

Rose from their thrones, built beyond mortal thought, 
Far in the Unapparent. Chatterton 
Rose pale, his solemn agony had not 
Yet faded from him; Sidney, as he fought 
And as he fell and as he lived and loved 
Sublimely mild, a Spirit without spot, 
Arose; and Lucan, by his death approved: 0 justified 

Oblivion as they rose shrank like a thing reproved. 
46 

And many more, whose names on Earth are dark 
But whose transmitted effluence cannot die 
So long as fire outlives the parent spark, 
Rose, robed in dazzling immortality. 
"Thou art become as one of us," they cry, 
"It was for thee yon kingless sphere has long 
Swung blind in unascended majesty, 
Silent alone amid an Heaven of song. 

Assume thy winged throne, thou Vesper of our throng!" 5 

4 7 
Who mourns for Adonais? oh come forth 
Fond° wretch! and know thyself and him aright. foolish 
Clasp with thy panting soul the pendulous 6 Earth; 
As from a centre, dart thy spirit's light 
Beyond all worlds, until its spacious might 0 power 
Satiate the void circumference: then shrink 

1. I.e., to the degree that a particular substance 
will permit. 
2. The radiance of stars (i.e., of poets) persists, 
even when they are temporarily "eclipsed" by 
another heavenly body, or obscured by the veil of 
the earth's atmosphere. 
3. I.e., in the thought of the "young heart." 
4. Poets who (like Keats) died young, before 
achieving their full measure of fame: the 
seventeen-year-old Thomas Chatterton (1752— 
1770) was believed to have committed suicide out 

of despair over his poverty and lack of recognition, 
Sir Philip Sidney ( 1 5 5 4 - 1 5 8 6 ) died in battle at 
thirty-two, and the Roman poet Lucan (39—65 
c.E.) killed himself at twenty-six to escape a sen-
tence of death for having plotted against the tyrant 
Nero. 
5. Adonais assumes his place in the sphere of Ves-
per, the evening star, hitherto unoccupied ("king-
less"), hence also "silent" amid the music of the 
other spheres. 
6. Suspended, floating in space. 
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Even to a point within our day and night;7 

And keep thy heart light lest it make thee sink 
When hope has kindled hope, and lured thee to the brink. 

4 8 

Or go to Rome, which is the sepulchre 
425 O, not of him, but of our joy: 'tis nought 

That ages, empires, and religions there 
Lie buried in the ravage they have wrought; 
For such as he can lend,—they8 borrow not 
Glory from those who made the world their prey; 

430 And he is gathered to the kings of thought 
Who waged contention with their time's decay, 

And of the past are all that cannot pass away. 

4 9 
Go thou to Rome,—at once the Paradise, 
The grave, the city, and the wilderness; 

435 And where its wrecks0 like shattered mountains rise, ruins 
And flowering weeds, and fragrant copses9 dress 
The bones of Desolation's nakedness 
Pass, till the Spirit of the spot shall lead 
Thy footsteps to a slope of green access1 

440 Where, like an infant's smile, over the dead, 
A light of laughing flowers along the grass is spread. 

50 
And grey walls moulder round,2 on which dull Time 
Feeds, like slow fire upon a hoary brand;3 

And one keen pyramid with wedge sublime,4 

445 Pavilioning the dust of him who planned 
This refuge for his memory, doth stand 
Like flame transformed to marble; and beneath, 
A field is spread, on which a newer band 
Have pitched in Heaven's smile their camp of death5 

450 Welcoming him we lose with scarce extinguished breath. 

5 1 

Here pause: these graves are all too young as yet 
To have outgrown the sorrow which consigned 
Its charge to each; and if the seal is set, 
Here, on one fountain of a mourning mind,6 

455 Break it not thou! too surely shalt thou find 
Thine own well full, if thou returnest home, 
Of tears and gall. From the world's bitter wind 

7. The poet bids the mourner to stretch his imag-
ination so as to reach the poet's own cosmic view-
point and then allow it to contract ("shrink") back 
to its ordinary vantage point on Earth—where, 
unlike Adonais in his heavenly place, we have an 
alternation of day and night. 
8. Poets such as Keats. 
9. Undergrowth. In Shelley's time the ruins of 
ancient Rome were overgrown with weeds and 
shrubs, almost as if the ground were returning to 
its natural state. 
1. The Protestant Cemetery, Keats's burial place. 

The next line is a glancing allusion to Shelley's 
three-year-old son, William, also buried there. 
2. The wall of ancient Rome formed one boundary 
of the cemetery. 
3. A burning log, white with ash. 
4. The tomb of Caius Cestius, a Roman tribune, 
just outside the cemetery. 
5. A common name for a cemetery in Italy is cam-
posatito, "holy camp or ground." Shelley is punning 
seriously on the Italian word. 
6. Shelley's mourning for his son. 
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Seek shelter in the shadow of the tomb. 
What Adonais is, why fear we to become? 

5 2 

460 The One remains, the many change and pass; 
Heaven's light forever shines, Earth's shadows fly; 
Life, like a dome of many-coloured glass, 
Stains the white radiance of Eternity, 
Until Death tramples it to fragments.7—Die, 

465 If thou wouldst be with that which thou dost seek! 
Follow where all is fled!—Rome's azure sky, 
Flowers, ruins, statues, music, words, are weak 

The glory they transfuse with fitting truth to speak. 

53 
Why linger, why turn back, why shrink, my Heart? 

470 Thy hopes are gone before; from all things here 
They have departed; thou shouldst now depart! 
A light is past0 from the revolving year, passed 
And man, and woman; and what still is dear 
Attracts to crush, repels to make thee wither. 

475 The soft sky smiles,—the low wind whispers near: 
'Tis Adonais calls! oh, hasten thither, 

No more let Life divide what Death can join together. 

54 
That Light whose smile kindles the Universe, 
That Reauty in which all things work and move, 

480 That Benediction which the eclipsing Curse 
Of birth can quench not, that sustaining Love 
Which through the web of being blindly wove 
By man and beast and earth and air and sea, 
Burns bright or dim, as each are mirrors of" 

485 The fire for which all thirst;9 now beams on me, 
Consuming the last clouds of cold mortality. 

55 
The breath whose might I have invoked in song1 

Descends on me; my spirit's bark is driven, 
Far from the shore, far from the trembling throng 

490 Whose sails were never to the tempest given; 
The massy earth and sphered skies are riven!2 

I am borne darkly, fearfully, afar; 
Whilst burning through the inmost veil of Heaven, 
The soul of Adonais, like a star, 

495 Beacons from the abode where the Eternal are. 

1821 

7. Earthly life colors ("stains") the pure white light 
of the One, which is the source of all light (see 
lines 3 3 9 - 4 0 , n. 5). The azure sky, flowers, etc., of 
lines 4 6 6 - 6 8 exemplify earthly colors that, how-
ever beautiful, fall far short of the "glory" of the 
pure Light that they transmit but also refract 
("transfuse"). 
8. I.e., according to the degree that each reflects. 
9. The "thirst" of the human spirit is to return to 

1821 

the fountain and fire (the "burning fountain," line 
339) that are its source. 
1. Two years earlier Shelley had "invoked" (prayed 
to, and also asked for) "the breath of Autumn's 
being" in his "Ode to the West Wind" (p. 772). 
2. In her 1839 edition of her husband's works, 
Mary Shelley asked: "who but will regard as a 
prophecy the last stanza of the 'Adonais'?" 
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Stanzas Written in De jec t ion-
December 1818, near Naples' 

The Sun is warm, the sky is clear, 
The waves are dancing fast and bright, 
Blue isles and snowy mountains wear 
The purple noon's transparent might, 

5 The breath of the moist earth is light 
Around its unexpanded buds; 
Like many a voice of one delight 
The winds, the birds, the Ocean-floods; 

The City's voice itself is soft, like Solitude's. 

io I see the Deep's untrampled floor 
With green and purple seaweeds strown; 
I see the waves upon the shore 
Like light dissolved in star-showers, thrown; 
I sit upon the sands alone; 

is The lightning of the noontide Ocean 
Is flashing round me, and a tone 
Arises from its measured motion, 

How sweet! did any heart now share in my emotion. 

Alas, I have nor hope nor health 
20 Nor peace within nor calm around, 

Nor that content surpassing wealth 
The sage2 in meditation found, 
And walked with inward glory crowned; 
Nor fame nor power nor love nor leisure— 

25 Others I see whom these surround, 
Smiling they live and call life pleasure: 

To me that cup has been dealt in another measure. 

Yet now despair itself is mild, 
Even as the winds and waters are; 

30 I could lie down like a tired child 
And weep away the life of care 
Which I have borne and yet must bear 
Till Death like Sleep might steal on me, 
And I might feel in the warm air 

35 My cheek grow cold, and hear the Sea 
Breathe o'er my dying brain its last monotony. 

Some might lament that I were cold, 
As I, when this sweet day is gone,3 

Which my lost heart, too soon grown old, 
40 Insults with this untimely moan— 

1. Shelley's first wife, Harriet, had drowned her-
self; Clara, his baby daughter with Mary Shelley, 
had just died; and he was plagued by ill health, 
pain, financial worries, and the sense that he had 
failed as a poet. 

2. Probably the Roman emperor Marcus Aurelius 
(2nd century C . E . ) , Stoic philosopher who wrote 
twelve books of Meditations. 
3. I.e., as I will lament this sweet day when it has 
gone. 
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They might lament,—for I am one 
Whom men love not, and yet regret; 
Unlike this day, which, when the Sun 
Shall on its stainless glory set, 

45 Will linger though enjoyed, like joy in Memory yet. 

1818 1824 

A Song: "Men of England"1 

Men of England, wherefore plough 
For the lords who lay ye low? 
Wherefore weave with toil and care 
The rich robes your tyrants wear? 

5 Wherefore feed and clothe and save 
From the cradle to the grave 
Those ungrateful drones who would 
Drain your sweat—1nay, drink your blood? 

Wherefore, Bees of England, forge 
10 Many a weapon, chain, and scourge, 

That these stingless drones may spoil 
The forced produce of your toil? 

Have ye leisure, comfort, calm, 
Shelter, food, love's gentle balm? 

15 Or what is it ye buy so dear 
With your pain and with your fear? 

The seed ye sow, another reaps; 
The wealth ye find, another keeps; 
The robes ye weave, another wears; 

20 The arms ye forge, another bears. 

Sow seed—but let no tyrant reap: 
Find wealth—let no impostor heap: 
Weave robes—let not the idle wear: 
Forge arms—in your defence to bear. 

25 Shrink to your cellars, holes, and cells— 
In halls ye deck another dwells. 
Why shake the chains ye wrought? Ye see 
The steel ye tempered glance on ye. 

With plough and spade and hoe and loom 
30 Trace your grave and build your tomb 

1. This and the two following poems were written 
at a time of turbulent unrest, after the return of 
troops from the Napoleonic Wars had precipitated 
a great economic depression. The "Song," express-

ing Shelley's hope for a proletarian revolution, was 
originally planned as one of a series for workers. It 
has become, as the poet wished, a hymn of the 
British labor movement. 
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J O H N K E A T S 
1 7 9 5 - 1 8 2 1 

John Keats's father was head stableman at a London livery stable; he married his 
employer's daughter and inherited the business. The poet's mother, by all reports, 
was an affectionate but negligent parent to her children; remarrying almost imme-
diately after a fall from a horse killed her first husband, she left the eight-year-old 
John (her firstborn), his brothers, and a sister with their grandmother and did not 
reenter their lives for four years. The year before his father's death, Keats had been 
sent to the Reverend John Clarke's private school at Enfield, famous for its progressive 
curriculum, where he was a noisy, high-spirited boy; despite his small stature (when 
full-grown, he was barely over five feet in height), he distinguished himself in sports 
and fistfights. Here he had the good fortune to have as a mentor Charles Cowden 
Clarke, son of the headmaster, who later became a writer and an editor; he encour-
aged Keats's passion for reading and, both at school and in the course of their later 
friendship, introduced him to Spenser and other poets, to music, and to the theater. 

When Keats's mother returned to her children, she was already ill, and in 1810 she 
died of tuberculosis. Although the livery stable had prospered, and £ 8 , 0 0 0 had been 
left in trust to the children by Keats's grandmother, the estate remained tied up in 
the law courts for all of Keats's lifetime. The children's guardian, Richard Abbey, an 
unimaginative and practical-minded businessman, took Keats out of school at the age 
of fifteen and bound him apprentice to Thomas Hammond, a surgeon and apothecary 
at Edmonton. In 1815 Keats carried on his medical studies at Guy's Hospital, London, 
and the next year qualified to practice as an apothecary-surgeon—but almost imme-
diately, over his guardian's protests, he abandoned medicine for poetry. 

This decision was influenced by Keats's friendship with Leigh Hunt, then editor of 
the Examiner and a leading political radical, poet, and prolific writer of criticism and 
periodical essays. Hunt, the first successful author of Keats's acquaintance, added 
his enthusiastic encouragement of Keats's poetic efforts to that of Clarke. More 
important, he introduced him to writers greater than Hunt himself—William Hazlitt, 
Charles Lamb, and Percy Shelley—as well as to Benjamin Robert Haydon, painter of 
grandiose historical and religious canvases. Through Hunt, Keats also met John Ham-
ilton Reynolds and then Charles Wentworth Dilke and Charles Brown, who became 
his intimate friends and provided him with an essential circumstance for a fledgling 
poet: a sympathetic and appreciative audience. 

The rapidity and sureness of Keats's development has no match. Although he did 
not begin writing poetry until his eighteenth year, by 1816 in the bold sonnet "On 
First Looking into Chapman's Homer" he had found his voice. Later that same year 
he wrote "Sleep and Poetry," in which he laid out for himself a program deliberately 
modeled on the careers of the greatest poets, asking only 

for ten years, that I may overwhelm 
Myself in poesy; so I may do the deed 
That my own soul has to itself decreed. 

For even while his health was good, Keats felt a foreboding of early death and applied 
himself to his art with a desperate urgency. In 1817 he went on to compose Endymion, 
an ambitious undertaking of more than four thousand lines. It is a rich allegory of a 
mortal's quest for an ideal feminine counterpart and a flawless happiness beyond 
earthly possibility; in a number of passages, it already exhibits the sure movement 
and phrasing of his mature poetic style. But Keats's critical judgment and aspiration 
exceeded his achievement: long before he completed it, he declared impatiently that 
he carried on with the "slipshod" Endymion only as a "trial of invention" and began 
to block out Hyperion, conceived on the model of Milton's Paradise Lost in that most 
demanding of forms, the epic poem. His success in achieving the Miltonic manner 
is one of the reasons why Keats abandoned Hyperion before it was finished, for he 
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recognized that he was uncommonly susceptible to poetic influences and regarded 
this as a threat to his individuality. "I will write independently," he insisted. "The 
Genius of Poetry must work out its own salvation in a man." He had refused the 
chance of intimacy with Shelley "that I might have my own unfettered scope"; he had 
broken away from Leigh Hunt's influence lest he get "the reputation of Hunt's eleve 
[pupil]"; now he shied away from domination by Milton's powerfully infectious style. 

In sentimental, later-nineteenth-century accounts of "poor Keats," 1818 was cast 
as the year in which this rising genius, already frail and sensitive, was mortally crushed 
by vicious reviews. Percy Shelley helped initiate this myth in Adonais, which describes 
Keats as "a pale flower." Byron, who did not like Keats's verse, put it unsentimentally: 
Keats, he wrote, was "snuffed out by an article." It is true that the critics were brutal 
to Keats, those associated with the Tory journals especially; for them his poetry proved 
an irresistible target precisely because it had been promoted by the radical Hunt. 
Endymion was mauled in the Quarterly Review, and one of the articles on "the Cock-
ney School of Poetry" that appeared in Blackwood's Magazine condemned Keats as 
hopelessly vulgar, a writer who wanted to be a poet of nature but thought, as a social-
climbing, undereducated Londoner would, that nature was "flowers seen in window-
pots." "It is a better and wiser thing to be a starved apothecary than a starved poet," 
the reviewer scolded: "so back to the shop Mr John." Keats had for his own part the 
good sense to recognize that the attacks were motivated by political prejudice and 
class snobbery, and he had already passed his own severe judgment on Endymion: 
"My own domestic criticism," he said, "has given me pain without comparison beyond 
what Blackwood or the Quarterly could possibly inflict." More important was the 
financial distress of his brother George and his young bride, who emigrated to 
Kentucky and lost their money in an ill-advised investment. Keats, short of funds and 
needing to supplement the family income, had now to find ways to make money from 
his writing: he turned to journalism and began planning plays. His brother Tom con-
tracted tuberculosis, and the poet, in devoted attendance, helplessly watched him 
waste away until his death that December. In the summer of that year, Keats had 
taken a strenuous walking tour in the English Lake District, Scotland, and Ireland. 
It was a glorious adventure but a totally exhausting one in wet, cold weather, and he 
returned in August with a chronically ulcerated throat made increasingly ominous by 
the shadow of the tuberculosis that had killed his mother and brother. And in the 
late fall of that same year, Keats fell unwillingly but deeply in love with Fanny 
Brawne, the eighteen-year-old girl next door. They became engaged, knowing, 
though, that Keats's poverty and worsening health might well make their marriage 
impossible. 

In this period of turmoil, Keats achieved the culmination of his brief poetic career. 
Between January and September of 1819, masterpiece followed masterpiece in aston-
ishing succession: The Eve of St. Agnes, "La Belle Dame sans Merci," all of the "great 
odes," Lamia, and a sufficient number of fine sonnets to make him, with Wordsworth, 
the major Bomantic craftsman in that form. All of these poems possess the distinctive 
qualities of the work of Keats's maturity: a slow-paced, gracious movement; a con-
creteness of description in which all the senses—tactile, gustatory, kinetic, visceral, 
as well as visual and auditory—combine to give the total apprehension of an experi-
ence; a delight at the sheer existence of things outside himself, the poet seeming to 
lose his own identity in a total identification with the object he contemplates; and a 
concentrated felicity of phrasing that reminded his friends, as it has many critics 
since, of the language of Shakespeare. Under the richly sensuous surface, we find 
Keats's characteristic presentation of all experience as a tangle of inseparable but 
irreconcilable opposites. He finds melancholy in delight and pleasure in pain; he feels 
the highest intensity of love as an approximation to death; he inclines equally toward 
a life of indolence and "sensation" and toward a life of thought; he is aware both of 
the attraction of an imaginative dream world without "disagreeables" and the remorse-
less pressure of the actual; he aspires at the same time to aesthetic detachment and 
to social responsibility. 
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His letters, hardly less remarkable than his poetry, show that Keats felt on his pulses 
the conflicts he dramatized in his major poems. Above all, they reveal him wrestling 
with the problem of evil and suffering—what to make of our lives in the discovery 
that "the world is full of misery and heartbreak, pain, sickness and oppression." To 
the end of his life, he refused to seek solace for the complexity and contradictions of 
experience either in the abstractions of inherited philosophical doctrines or in the 
absolutes of a religious creed. At the close of his poetic career, in the latter part of 
1819, Keats began to rework the epic Hyperion into the form of a dream vision that 
he called The Fall of Hyperion. In the introductory section of this f ragment the poet 
is told by the prophetess Moneta that he has hitherto been merely a dreamer; he 
must know that 

The poet and the dreamer are distinct, 
Diverse, sheer opposite, antipodes, 

and that the height of poetry can be reached only by 
those to whom the miseries of the world 

Are misery, and will not let them rest. 
He was seemingly planning to undertake a new direction and subject matter, when 
illness and death intervened. 

On the night of February 3, 1820, he coughed up blood. As a physician he refused 
to evade the truth: "I cannot be deceived in that colour; that drop of blood is my 
death warrant. I must die." That spring and summer a series of hemorrhages rapidly 
weakened him. In the au tumn he allowed himself to be persuaded to seek the milder 
climate of Italy in the company of Joseph Severn, a young painter, but these last 
months were only what he called "a posthumous existence." He died in Rome on 
February 23, 1821, and was buried in the Protestant Cemetery, where Mary and 
Percy Shelley had already interred their little son William, and where Percy's ashes, 
too, would be deposited in 1822. At times the agony of his disease, the seeming 
frustration of his hopes for great poetic achievement, and the despair of his passion 
for Fanny Brawne compelled even Keats's brave spirit to bitterness and jealousy, but 
he always recovered his gallantry. His last letter, written to Charles Brown, concludes: 
"I can scarcely bid you good bye even in a letter. I always made an awkward bow. God 
bless you! John Keats." 

No one can read Keats's poems and letters without an undersense of the tragic 
waste of an extraordinary intellect and genius cut off so early. What he might have 
done is beyond conjecture; what we do know is that his poetry, when he stopped 
writing at the age of twenty-four, exceeds the accomplishment at the same age of 
Chaucer , Shakespeare, and Milton. 

The texts here are taken from Jack Stillinger's edition, The Poems of John Keats 
(Cambridge, Mass., 1978). 

On First Looking into Chapman's Homer1 

M u c h h a v e I t ravel l 'd in t h e r e a l m s of gold, 
A n d m a n y goodly s t a t e s a n d k i n g d o m s s e e n ; 

1. Keats's mentor Charles Cowden Clarke intro-
duced him to Homer in the robust translation by 
the Elizabethan poet and dramatist George Chap-
man. They read through the night, and Keats 
walked home at dawn. This sonnet reached Clarke 
by the ten o'clock mail that same morning. It was 
the gold-hunter Balboa, not Cortez, the Spanish 

conqueror of Mexico, who caught his first sight of 
the Pacific from the heights of Darien, in Panama, 
but none of Keats's contemporaries noticed the 
supposed error, and modern scholarship (Keats-
Shelley Journal 2002) has strongly argued that 
Keats knew exactly what he was doing. 
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Letters Keats's letters serve as a running commentary on his life, reading, think-
ing, and writing. They are, in his career, the equivalent of the essays, prefaces, and 
defenses of poetry produced by his contemporaries. His early reputation as a poet of 
pure luxury, sensation, and art for art's sake has undergone a radical change since, 
in the twentieth century, critics began to pay close attention to the letters. For Keats 
thought hard and persistently about life and art, and any seed of an ethical or critical 
idea that he picked up from his contemporaries (in particular, Hazlitt, Coleridge, 
Wordsworth) instantly germinated and flourished in the rich soil of his imagination. 
What T. S. Eliot said about the Metaphysical poets applies to Keats in his letters: his 
"mode of feeling was directly and freshly altered by [his] reading and thought." And 
like Donne, he looked not only into the heart but, literally, "into the cerebral cortex, 
the nervous system, and the digestive tract." A number of Keats's casual comments 
on the poet and on poetry included here—especially those dealing with "negative 
capability" and the kind of imaginative identification with someone or something 
outside ourselves that we now call empathy—have become standard points of refer-
ence in aesthetic theory. But Keats regarded nothing that he said as final; each state-
ment constituted only a stage in his continuing exploration into what he called "the 
mystery." 

The text printed here is that of the edition of the Letters by Hyder E. Rollins (1958), 
which reproduces the original manuscripts precisely. 

L E T T E R S 

To Benjamin Bailey1 

[THE AUTHENTICITY OF THE IMAGINATION] 

[November 22, 1817] 
My dear Bailey, 

* * * O I wish I was as certain of the end of all your troubles as that of your 
momentary start about the authenticity of the Imagination. I am certain of 
nothing but of the holiness of the Heart's affections and the truth of Imagi-
nation—What the imagination seizes as Beauty must be truth 2 —whether it 
existed before or not—for I have the same Idea of all our Passions as of Love 
they are all in their sublime, creative of essential Beauty—In a Word, you may 
know my favorite Speculation by my first Book and the little song 3 I sent in 
my last—which is a representation from the fancy of the probable mode of 
operating in these Matters—The Imagination may be compared to Adam's 
dream 4 —he awoke and found it truth. I am the more zealous in this affair, 
because I have never yet been able to perceive how any thing can be known 
for truth by consequitive reasoning 5—and yet it must be—Can it be that even 

1. One of Keats's closest friends. Keats had stayed 
with him the month before at Oxford, where Bailey 
was an undergraduate. 
2. At the close of "Ode on a Grecian Urn," Keats 
also grapples with these categories. Where Keats 
uses "truth" we might substitute the words real or 
reality. 
3. The song was "O Sorrow," from book 4 of 

Endymion. 
4. In Milton's Paradise Lost 8 .452-90 Adam 
dreams that Eve has been created and awakes to 
find her real. Adam also describes an earlier pre-
figurative dream in the same work, 8.283—311. 
5. Consecutive reasoning—reasoning that moves 
by logical steps. 
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the greatest Philosopher ever when arrived at his goal without putting aside 
numerous objections—However it may be, O for a Life of Sensations 6 rather 
than of Thoughts! It is "a Vision in the form of Youth" a Shadow of reality to 
come—and this consideration has further c o n v i n c e d me for it has come as 
auxiliary to another favorite Speculation of mine, that we shall enjoy ourselves 
here after by having what we called happiness on Earth repeated in a finer 
tone and so repeated 7—And yet such a fate can only befall those who delight 
in sensation rather than hunger as you do after Truth—Adam's dream will do 
here and seems to be a conviction that Imagination and its empyreal 8 reflection 
is the same as human Life and its spiritual repetition. But as I was saying— 
the simple imaginative Mind may have its rewards in the repeti[ti]on of its 
own silent Working coming continually on the spirit with a fine suddenness— 
to compare great things with small—have you never by being surprised with 
an old Melody—in a delicious place—by a delicious voice, fe[l]t over again 
your very speculations and surmises at the time it first operated on your soul— 
do you not remember forming to yourself the singer's face more beautiful 
[than] it was possible and yet with the elevation of the Moment you did not 
think so—even then you were mounted on the Wings of Imagination so high— 
that the Prototype must be here after—that delicious face you will see—What 
a time! I am continually running away from the subject—sure this cannot be 
exactly the case with a complex Mind—one that is imaginative and at the same 
time careful of its fruits—who would exist partly on sensation partly on 
thought—to whom it is necessary that years should bring the philosophic 
Mind 9 —such an one I consider your's and therefore it is necessary to your 
eternal Happiness that you not only drink this old Wine of Heaven which I 
shall call the redigestion of our most ethereal Musings on Earth; but also 
increase in knowledge and know all things. I am glad to hear you are in a fair 
Way for Easter—you will soon get through your unpleasant reading and 
then!—but the world is full of troubles and I have not much reason to think 
myself pesterd with many—I think Jane or Marianne has a better opinion of 
me than I deserve—for really and truly I do not think my Brothers illness 
connected with mine—you know more of the real Cause than they do—nor 
have I any chance of being rack'd as you have been'—you perhaps at one time 
thought there was such a thing as Worldly Happiness to be arrived at, at 
certain periods of time marked out—you have of necessity from your dispo-
sition been thus led away—I scarcely remember counting upon any Happi-
ness—I look not for it if it be not in the present hour—nothing startles me 
beyond the Moment. The setting sun will always set me to rights—or if a 
Sparrow come before my Window I take part in its existince and pick about 
the Gravel. The first thing that strikes me on hea[r]ing a Misfortune having 
befalled another is this. "Well it cannot be helped.—he will have the pleasure 
of trying the resourses of his spirit, and I beg now my dear Bailey that here-
after should you observe any thing cold in me not to [put] it to the account 
of heartlessness but abstraction—for I assure you I sometimes feel not the 
influence of a Passion or Affection during a whole week—and so long this 

6. Probably not only sense experiences but also 
the intuitive perceptions of truths, as opposed to 
truth achieved by consecutive reasoning. 
7. Cf. the "Pleasure Thermometer" in Endymion 
1.777ff. (p. 885) . 
8. Heavenly. 
9. An echo of Wordsworth, "Ode: Intimations of 

Immortality," line 187. 
1. Keats's friends Jane and Mariane Reynolds 
feared that his ill health at this time threatened 
tuberculosis, from which his brother Tom was suf-
fering. Bailey had recently experienced pain (been 
"racked") because of an unsuccessful love affair. 
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sometimes continues I begin to suspect myself and the genuiness of my 
feelings at other times—thinking them a few barren Tragedv-tears. * * * 

Your affectionate friend 
John Keats— 

To George and Thomas Keats 

[NEGATIVE CAPABILITY] 

[December 21, 27 (?), 1817] 
My dear Brothers 

I must crave your pardon for not having written ere this. * * * I spent Friday 
evening with Wells' & went the next morning to see Death on the Pale horse. 
It is a wonderful picture, when West 's 2 age is considered; But there is nothing 
to be intense upon; no women one feels mad to kiss; no face swelling into 
reality, the excellence of every Art is its intensity, capable of making all disa-
greeables evaporate, from their being in close relationship with Beauty & 
Truth'—Examine King Lear & you will find this examplified throughout; but 
in this picture we have unpleasantness without any momentous depth of spec-
ulation excited, in which to bury its repulsiveness—The picture is larger than 
Christ re jected— I dined with Haydon4 the Sunday after you left, & had a very 
pleasant day, I dined too (for I have been out too much lately) with Horace 
Smith & met his two Brothers with Hill & Kingston & one Du Bois, 5 they only 
served to convince me, how superior humour is to wit in respect to enjoy-
ment—These men say things which make one start, without making one feel, 
they are all alike; their manners are alike; they all know fashionables; they 
have a mannerism in their very eating & drinking, in their mere handling a 
Decanter—They talked of Kean 6 & his low company—Would I were with that 
company instead of yours said I to myself! I know such like acquaintance will 
never do for me & yet I am going to Reynolds, on Wednesday—Brown & Dilke 7 

walked with me & back from the Christmas pantomime. 8 I had not a dispute 
but a disquisition with Dilke, on various subjects; several things dovetailed in 
my mind, & at once it struck me, what quality went to form a Man of Achieve-
ment especially in Literature & which Shakespeare possessed so enormously— 
I mean Negative Capability,9 that is when man is capable of being in uncer-
1. Charles Wells, a former schoolmate of Tom 
Keats. 
2. Benjamin West (1738-1820), painter of histor-
ical pictures, was an American who moved to 
England and became president of the Royal Acad-
emy. The Christ Rejected mentioned a few sen-
tences farther on is also by West. 
3. Keats's solution to a problem at least as old as 
Aristotle's Poetics: why do we take pleasure in the 
aesthetic representation of a subject that in life 
would be ugly or painful? 
4. Keats's close friend Benjamin Haydon, painter 
of large-scale historical and religious pictures. 
5. Smith was one of the best-known literary wits 
of the day; the others mentioned were men of let-
ters or of literary interests. 
6. Edmund Kean, noted Shakespearean actor. His 
popularity in the early 19th century was conten-
tious because he made no secret of his humble 
class origins. Keats had written an article on Kean 

for the Champion. 
7. Charles Armitage Brown, John Hamilton Reyn-
olds, and Charles Wentworth Dilke were all writers 
and friends of Keats. Keats interrupted the writing 
of this letter after the dash; beginning with "Brown 
& Dilke" he is writing several days after the pre-
ceding sentences. 
8. Christmas pantomimes were performed each 
year at Drury Lane and Covent Garden theaters. 
9. This famous and elusive phrase has been much 
discussed. Keats coins it so as to distinguish 
between, on the one hand, a poetry that is evi-
dently shaped by the writer's personal interests and 
beliefs and, on the other hand, a poetry of imper-
sonality that records the writer's receptivity to the 
"uncertainties" of experience. This second kind of 
poetry, in which a sense of beauty overcomes con-
siderations of truth versus falsehood, is that pro-
duced by the poet of "negative capability." Cf. 
Keats's dislike, in his letter to John Hamilton Reyn-
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tainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact & reason— 
Coleridge, for instance, would let go by a fine isolated verisimilitude caught 
from the Penetralium 1 of mystery, from being incapable of remaining content 
with half knowledge. This pursued through Volumes would perhaps take us 
no further than this, that with a great poet the sense of Beauty overcomes 
every other consideration, or rather obliterates all consideration. 

Shelley's poem 2 is out & there are words about its being objected too, as 
much as Queen Mab was. Poor Shelley I think he has his Quota of good 
qualities, in sooth la!! Write soon to your most sincere friend & affectionate 
Brother 

John 

To John Hamilton Reynolds' 

[WORDSWORTH'S POETRY] 

[February 3, 1818] 
My dear Reynolds, 

* * * It may be said that we ought to read our Contemporaries, that Words-
worth &c should have their due from us. but for the sake of a few fine imag-
inative or domestic passages, are we to be bullied into a certain Philosophy 
engendered in the whims of an Egotist—Every man has his speculations, but 
every man does not brood and peacock over them till he makes a false coinage 
and deceives himself—Many a man can travel to the very bourne 2 of Heaven, 
and yet want confidence to put down his halfseeing. Sancho 3 will invent a 
Journey heavenward as well as any body. We hate poetry that has a palpable 
design upon us—and if we do not agree, seems to put its hand in its breeches 
pocket. 4 Poetry should be great & unobtrusive, a thing which enters into one's 
soul, and does not startle it or amaze it with itself but with its subject.—How 
beautiful are the retired flowers! how would they lose their beauty were they to 
throng into the highway crying out, "admire me I am a violet! dote upon me I 
am a primrose! Modern poets differ from the Elizabethans in this. Each of the 
moderns like an Elector of Hanover governs his petty state, & knows how many 
straws are swept daily from the Causeways in all his dominions & has a contin-
ual itching that all the Housewives should have their coppers well scoured: the 
antients were Emperors of large Emperors of vast Provinces, they had only 
heard of the remote ones and scarcely cared to visit them.—I will cut all this— 
I will have no more of Wordsworth or Hunt 5 in particular—Why should we be 
of the tribe of Manasseh, when we can wander with Esau? 6 why should we kick 
olds, February 3, 1818, of "poetry that has a pal-
pable design upon us" (p. 943). 
1. The Latin penetralia signified the innermost 
and most secret parts of a temple. 
2. Laon and Cythna (1817), whose treatment of 
incest created scandal and which had to be with-
drawn by the author. Shelley revised and repub-
lished it as The Revolt of Islam (1818). In Queen 
Mab (1813) Shelley had presented a radical pro-
gram for the achievement of a millennial earthly 
state through the elimination of "kings, priests, and 
statesmen." 
1. A close friend who was at this time an insurance 

clerk and also an able poet and man of letters. 
2. Boundary. 
3. Sancho Panza, the earthy squire in Cervantes's 
Don Quixote. 
4. I.e., sulks and refuses to interact with. 
5. Leigh Hunt, a poet who earlier had strongly 
influenced Keats's style. 
6. I.e., why should we carry on a conventional way 
of life (as did the tribe of Manasseh in Old Testa-
ment history) when we can become adventurers 
(like Esau, who sold his birthright in Genesis 
25.29—34 and became an outlaw). 
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against the Pricks, when we can walk on Roses? Why should we be owls, when 
we can be Eagles? Why be teased with "nice Eyed wagtails," when we have in 
sight "the Cherub Contemplation"? 7—Why with Wordsworths "Matthew with 
a bough of wilding in his hand" when we can have Jacques "under an oak 
&c" 8—The secret of the Bough of Wilding will run through your head faster 
than I can write it—Old Matthew spoke to him some years ago on some noth-
ing, & because he happens in an Evening Walk to imagine the figure of the old 
man—he must stamp it down in black & white, and it is henceforth sacred—I 
don't mean to deny Wordsworth's grandeur & Hunt's merit, but I mean to say 
we need not be teazed with grandeur & merit—when we can have them uncon-
taminated & unobtrusive. Let us have the old Poets, & robin Hood 9 Your letter 
and its sonnets gave me more pleasure than will the 4th Book of Childe Har-
old 1 & the whole of any body's life & opinions. * * * 

Y r sincere friend and Coscribbler 
John Keats. 

To John Taylor1 

[KEATS'S AXIOMS IN POETRY] 

[February 27, 1818] 
My dear Taylor, 

Your alteration strikes me as being a great improvement—the page looks 
much better. * * * It is a sorry thing for me that any one should have to 
overcome Prejudices in reading my Verses—that affects me more than any 
hypercriticism on any particular Passage. In Endymion I have most likely but 
moved into the Go-cart from the leading strings. 2 In Poetry I have a few Axi-
oms, and you will see how far I am from their Centre. 1st I think Poetry should 
surprise by a fine excess and not by Singularity—it should strike the Reader 
as a wording of his own highest thoughts, and appear almost a Remem-
brance—2nd Its touches of Beauty should never be half way therby making 
the reader breathless instead of content: the rise, the progress, the setting of 
imagery should like the Sun come natural natural too him—shine over him 
and set soberly although in magnificence leaving him in the Luxury of twi-
light—but it is easier to think what Poetry should be than to write it—and 
this leads me on to another axiom. That if Poetry comes not as naturally as 
the Leaves to a tree it had better not come at all. However it may be with me 
I cannot help looking into new countries with "O for a Muse of fire to 
ascend!" 3—If Endymion serves me as a Pioneer perhaps I ought to be content. 
I have great reason to be content, for thank God I can read and perhaps 

7. Milton, "II Penseroso," line 54. "Nice Eyed 
wagtails": from Hunt's Nymphs. 
8. Shakespeare's As You Like It 2.1.31. The 
Wordsworth phrase is from his poem "The Two 
April Mornings." A "wilding" is a wild apple tree. 
9. A reference to two sonnets on Robin Hood, 
written by Reynolds, which he had sent to Keats. 
1. Canto 4 of Byron's Childe Harold's Pilgrimage 
was being eagerly awaited by English readers. 
1. Partner in the publishing firm of Taylor and 
Hessey, to whom Keats wrote this letter while 

Endymion was being put through the press. 
2. Go-carts were the wheeled walkers in which 
19th-century toddlers learned to walk. Leading-
strings were the harnesses with which they were 
guided and supported while they learned. Keats's 
point appears to be that as a poet he has not 
advanced and may even have regressed in Endym-
ion. 
3. Altered from Shakespeare's Henry V, Prologue, 
line 1. 
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understand Shakspeare to his depths, and I have I am sure many friends, who, 
if I fail, will attribute any change in my Life and Temper to Humbleness rather 
than to Pride—to a cowering under the Wings of great Poets rather than to a 
Bitterness that I am not appreciated. I am anxious to get Endymion printed 
that I may forget it and proceed. * * * 

Your sincere and oblig d friend 
John Keats— 

P.S. You shall have a sho[r]t Preface in good time— 

To John Hamilton Reynolds 

[MILTON, WORDSWORTH, AND THE CHAMBERS OF HUMAN L I F E ] 

[May 3, 1818] 
My dear Reynolds. 

4 * 4 Were I to study physic or rather Medicine again,—I feel it would not 
make the least difference in my Poetry; when the Mind is in its infancy a Bias 
is in reality a Bias, but when we have acquired more strength, a Rias becomes 
no Bias. Every department of knowledge we see excellent and calculated 
towards a great whole. I am so convinced of this, that I am glad at not having 
given away my medical Books, which I shall again look over to keep alive the 
little I know thitherwards; and moreover intend through you and Rice to 
become a sort of Pip-civilian. 1 An extensive knowledge is needful to thinking 
people—it takes away the heat and fever; and helps, by widening speculation, 
to ease the Burden of the Mystery: 2 a thing I begin to understand a little, and 
which weighed upon you in the most gloomy and true sentence in your Letter. 
The difference of high Sensations with and without knowledge appears to me 
this—in the latter case we are falling continually ten thousand fathoms deep 
and being blown up again without wings 3 and with all [the] horror of a Case 
bare shoulderd Creature—in the former case, our shoulders are fledged 4 and 
we go thro' the same Ftr air and space without fear. * * * 

You say "I fear there is little chance of any thing else in this life." You seem 
by that to have been going through with a more painful and acute test zest the 
same labyrinth that I have—I have come to the same conclusion thus far. My 
Branchings out therefrom have been numerous: one of them is the consider-
ation of Wordsworth's genius and as a help, in the manner of gold being the 
meridian Line of worldly wealth,—how he differs from Milton. 5—And here I 
have nothing but surmises, from an uncertainty whether Miltons apparently 
less anxiety for Humanity proceeds from his seeing further or no than Words-
worth: And whether Wordsworth has in truth epic passions, and martyrs him-
self to the human heart, the main region of his song 6 —In regard to his genius 
alone—we find what he says true as far as we have experienced and we can 

1. Apparently "a small-scale layman." James Rice, 
a lawyer, was one of Keats's favorite friends. 
2. Wordsworth, "Tintern Abbey," line 38. 
3. Recalls the description of Satan's flight through 
Chaos (Milton, Paradise Lost 2 .933-34) . 
4. Grow wings. 
5. I.e., as gold is the standard of material wealth 
(in the way that the meridian line of Greenwich 

Observatory, England, is the reference for measur-
ing degrees of longitude), so Milton is the standard 
of poetic value, by which we may measure Words-
worth. 
6. In the Prospectus to The Recluse, Wordsworth, 
laying out his poetic program, had identified "the 
Mind of Man" as "My haunt, and the main region 
of my song" (lines 40—41). 
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judge no further but by larger experience—for axioms in philosophy are not 
axioms until they are proved upon our pulses: We read fine things but 
never feel them to [the] full until we have gone the same steps as the Author.— 
I know this is not plain; you will know exactly my meaning when I say, that 
now I shall relish Hamlet more than I ever have done—Or, better—You are 
sensible no man can set down Venery 7 as a bestial or joyless thing until he is 
sick of it and therefore all philosophizing on it would be mere wording. Until 
we are sick, we understand not;—in fine, as Byron says, "Knowledge is Sor-
row"; 8 and I go on to say that "Sorrow is Wisdom"—and further for aught we 
can know for certainty! "Wisdom is folly." * * * 

1 will return to Wordsworth—whether or no he has an extended vision or a 
circumscribed grandeur—whether he is an eagle in his nest, or on the wing— 
And to be more explicit and to show you how tall I stand by the giant, I will 
put down a simile of human life as far as I now perceive it; that is, to the point 
to which I say we both have arrived at—Well—I compare human life to a large 
Mansion of Many Apartments, two of which I can only describe, the doors of 
the rest being as yet shut upon me—The first we step into we call the infant 
or thoughtless Chamber, in which we remain as long as we do not think—We 
remain there a long while, and notwithstanding the doors of the second Cham-
ber remain wide open, showing a bright appearance, we care not to hasten to 
it; but are at length imperceptibly impelled by the awakening of the thinking 
principle—within us—we no sooner get into the second Chamber, which 1 
shall call the Chamber of Maiden-Thought, 9 than we become intoxicated with 
the light and the atmosphere, we see nothing but pleasant wonders, and think 
of delaying there for ever in delight: However among the effects this breathing 
is father of is that tremendous one of sharpening one's vision into the head 
heart and nature of Man—of convincing ones nerves that the World is full of 
Misery and Heartbreak, Pain, Sickness and oppression—whereby This Cham-
ber of Maiden Thought becomes gradually darken'd and at the same time on 
all sides of it many doors are set open—but all dark—all leading to dark pas-
sages—We see not the ballance of good and evil. We are in a Mist—We are 
now in that state—We feel the "burden of the Mystery," To this point was 
Wordsworth come, as far as I can conceive when he wrote "Tintern Abbey" 
and it seems to me that his Genius is explorative of those dark Passages. Now 
if we live, and go on thinking, we too shall explore them, he is a Genius and 
superior [to] us, in so far as he can, more than we, make discoveries, and shed 
a light in them—Here I must think Wordsworth is deeper than Milton— 
though I think it has depended more upon the general and gregarious advance 
of intellect, than individual greatness of Mind—From the Paradise Lost and 
the other Works of Milton, I hope it is not too presuming, even between 
ourselves to say, his Philosophy, human and divine, may be tolerably under-
stood by one not much advanced in years, In his time englishmen were just 
emancipated from a great superstition—and Men had got hold of certain 
points and resting places in reasoning which were too newly born to be 
doubted, and too much oppressed opposed by the Mass of Europe not to be 
thought etherial and authentically divine—who could gainsay his ideas on 
virtue, vice, and Chastity in Comus, just at the time of the dismissal of Cod-
pieces' and a hundred other disgraces? who would not rest satisfied with his 
7. Sexual indulgence. 
8. Manfred 1. 1.10: "Sorrow is knowledge." 
9. I.e., innocent thought, with the implication (as 

in "maiden voyage") of a first undertaking. 
1. In the 15th and 16th centuries, the codpiece 
was a flap, often ornamental, that covered an open-
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hintings at good and evil in the Paradise Lost, when just free from the inqui-
sition and burrning in Smithfield? 2 The Reformation produced such immedi-
ate and great benefits, that Protestantism was considered under the immediate 
eye of heaven, and its own remaining Dogmas and superstitions, then, as it 
were, regenerated, constituted those resting places and seeming sure points 
of Reasoning—from that I have mentioned, Milton, whatever he may have 
thought in the sequel, 3 appears to have been content with these by his writ-
ings—He did not think into the human heart, as Wordsworth has done—Yet 
Milton as a Philosop[h]er, had sure as great powers as Wordsworth—What is 
then to be inferr'd? O many things—It proves there is really a grand march of 
intellect—, It proves that a mighty providence subdues the mightiest Minds 
to the service of the time being, whether it be in human Knowledge or Reli-
gion— 4 1 * * Tom 4 has spit a leetle blood this afternoon, and that is rather a 
damper—but I know—the truth is there is something real in the World Your 
third Chamber of Life shall be a lucky and a gentle one—stored with the wine 
of love—and the Bread of Friendship— * * * 

Your affectionate friend 
John Keats. 

To Richard Woodhouse1 

[A POET HAS NO IDENTITY] 

[October 27, 1818] 
My dear Woodhouse, 

Your Letter gave me a great satisfaction; more on account of its friendliness, 
than any relish of that matter in it which is accounted so acceptable in the 
"genus irritabile" 2 The best answer 1 can give you is in a clerklike manner to 
make some observations on two principle points, which seem to point like 
indices into the midst of the whole pro and con, about genius, and views and 
atchievements and ambition and coetera. 1st As to the poetical Character 
itself, (I mean that sort of which, if I am any thing, I am a Member; that sort 
distinguished from the wordsworthian or egotistical sublime; which is a thing 
per se and stands alone) it is not itself—it has no self—it is every thing and 
nothing—It has no character—it enjoys light and shade; it lives in gusto, 3 be 
it foul or fair, high or low, rich or poor, mean or elevated—It has as much 
delight in conceiving an Iago as an Imogen. 4 What shocks the virtuous phi-
l o s o p h e r , delights the camelion 5 Poet. It does no harm from its relish of the 
dark side ol things any more than from its taste for the bright one; because 
they both end in speculation. 6 A Poet is the most unpoetical of any thing in 
ing in the front of men's breeches. In Milton's 
masque the chastity of a young lady is put to the 
proof by the evil enchanter Comus. 
2. An open place northwest of the walls of the City 
of London where, in the 16th century, heretics 
were burned. 
3. Later on. 
4. Keats's younger brother, then eighteen, who 
was dying of tuberculosis. 
1. A young lawyer wilh literary interests who early 
recognized Keats's talents and prepared, or pre-
served, manuscript copies of many of his poems 

and letters. 
2. "The irritable race," a phrase Horace had 
applied to poets (Epistles 2.2.102). 
3. Hazlitt had defined gusto in his 1816 essay as 
"power or passion" (p. 538). 
4. Iago is the villain in Shakespeare's Othello and 
Imogen the virtuous heroine in his Cymheline. 
5. The chameleon is a lizard that camouflages 
itself by changing its color to match its surround-
ings. 
6. I.e., without affecting our practical judgment or 
actions. Cf. Keats's discussion of the poet of 
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existence; because he has no Identity—he is continually in for 7 —and filling 
some other Body—The Sun, the Moon, the Sea and Men and Women who 
are creatures of impulse are poetical and have about them an unchangeable 
attribute—the poet has none; no identity—he is certainly the most unpoetical 
of all God's Creatures. If then he has no self, and if I am a Poet, where is the 
Wonder that I should say I would write no more? Might I not at that very 
instant [have] been cogitating on the Characters of saturn and Ops? 8 It is a 
wretched thing to confess; but is a very fact that not one word I ever utter can 
be taken for granted as an opinion growing out of my identical nature—how 
can it, when I have no nature? When I am in a room with People if I ever am 
free from speculating on creations of my own brain, then not myself goes home 
to myself: but the identity of every one in the room begins to to press upon 
me 9 that, I am in a very little time an[ni]hilated—not only among Men; it 
would be the same in a Nursery of children: I know not whether I make myself 
wholly understood: I hope enough so to let you see that no dependence is to 
be placed on what I said that day. 

In the second place I will speak of my views, and of the life I purpose to 
myself—I am ambitious of doing the world some good: if I should be spared 
that may be the work of maturer years—-in the interval I will assay to reach to 
as high a summit in Poetry as the nerve bestowed upon me will suffer. The 
faint conceptions I have of Poems to come brings the blood frequently into 
my forehead—All I hope is that I may not lose all interest in human affairs— 
that the solitary indifference I feel for applause even from the finest Spirits, 
will not blunt any acuteness of vision I may have. I do not think it will—I feel 
assured I should write from the mere yearning and fondness I have for the 
Beautiful even if my night's labours should be burnt every morning and no 
eye ever shine upon them. But even now I am perhaps not speaking from 
myself; but from some character in whose soul I now live. I am sure however 
that this next sentence is from myself. I feel your anxiety, good opinion and 
friendliness in the highest degree, and am 

Your's most sincerely 
John Keats 

To George and Georgiana Keats1 

[THE VALE OF SOUL-MAKING] 

[February 14-May 3, 1819] 
My dear Brother & Sister— 

® " I have this moment received a note from Haslam 2 in which he expects 
the death of his Father who has been for some time in a state of insensibility— 
"negative capability" in his letter to George and 
Thomas Keats begun on December 21, 1817 
(p. 942). 
7. Instead of "in for," Keats may have intended to 
write "informing." 
8. Characters in Keats's Hyperion. Woodhouse 
had recently written Keats to express concern at a 
remark by the poet that, because former writers 
had preempted the best poetic materials and styles, 
there was nothing new left for the modern poet. 

9. Perhaps "so to press upon me." 
1. Keats's brother and his wife, who had emigrated 
to Louisville, Kentucky, in 1818. This is part of a 
long letter that Keats wrote over a period of several 
months, and into which he transcribed several of 
his poems, including "Ode to Psyche." The date of 
this first extract is March 19. 
2. William Haslam, a young businessman and 
close friend. 
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his mother bears up he says very well—I shall go to [town] tommorrow to see 
him. This is the world—thus we cannot expect to give way many hours to 
pleasure—Circumstances are like Clouds continually gathering and bursting— 
While we are laughing the seed of some trouble is put into he the wide arable 
land of events—while we are laughing it sprouts [it] grows and suddenly bears 
a poison fruit which we must pluck—Even so we have leisure to reason on 
the misfortunes of our friends; our own touch us too nearly for words. Very 
few men have ever arrived at a complete disinterestedness 3 of Mind: very few 
have been influenced by a pure desire of the benefit of others—in the greater 
part of the Benefactors of & to Humanity some meretricious motive has sullied 
their greatness—some melodramatic scenery has facinated them—From the 
manner in which I feel Haslam's misfortune I perceive how far I am from any 
humble standard of disinterestedness.—Yet this feeling ought to be carried to 
its highest pitch, as there is no fear of its ever injuring society—which it would 
do I fear pushed to an extremity—For in wild nature the Hawk would loose 
his Breakfast of Robins and the Robin his of Worms The Lion must starve as 
well as the swallow—The greater part of Men make their way with the same 
instinctiveness, the same unwandering eye from their purposes, the same ani-
mal eagerness as the Hawk—The Hawk wants a Mate, so does the Man—look 
at them both they set about it and procure on[e] in the same manner—They 
want both a nest and they both set about one in the same manner—they get 
their food in the same manner—The noble animal Man for his amusement 
smokes his pipe—the Hawk balances about the Clouds—that is the only dif-
ference of their leisures. This it is that makes the Amusement of Life—to a 
speculative Mind. I go among the Feilds and catch a glimpse of a stoat 4 or a 
fieldmouse peeping out of the withered grass—the creature hath a purpose 
and its eyes are bright with it—I go amongst the buildings of a city and I see 
a Man hurrying along—to what? The Creature has a purpose and his eyes are 
bright with it. But then as Wordsworth says, "we have all one human heart" 5— 
there is an ellectric fire in human nature tending to purify—so that among 
these human creature[s] there is continually some birth of new heroism—The 
pity is that we must wonder at it: as we should at finding a pearl in rubbish—I 
have no doubt that thousands of people never heard of have had hearts 
c o m p l e t e l y disinterested: I can remember but two—Socrates and Jesus— 
their Histories evince it—What I heard a little time ago, Taylor observe with 
respect to Socrates, may be said of Jesus—That he was so great as man that 
though he transmitted no writing of his own to posterity, we have his Mind 
and his sayings and his greatness handed to us by others. It is to be lamented 
that the history of the latter was written and revised by Men interested in the 
pious frauds of Religion. Yet through all this I see his splendour. Even here 
though I myself am pursueing the same instinctive course as the veriest human 
animal you can think of—I am however young writing at random—straining 
at particles of light in the midst of a great darkness—without knowing the 
bearing of any one assertion of any one opinion. Yet may I not in this be free 
from sin? May there not be superior beings amused with any graceful, though 
instinctive attitude my mind [may] fall into, as I am entertained with the alert-
ness of a Stoat or the anxiety of a Deer? Though a quarrel in the streets is a 
thing to be hated, the energies displayed in it are fine; the commonest Man 

3. Transcendence of self-interest, of one's selfish 
instincts. 

4. A weasel. 
5. "The Old Cumberland Beggar," line 153. 
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shows a grace in his quarrel—By a superior being our reasoning[s] may take 
the same tone—though erroneous they may be fine—This is the very thing in 
which consists poetry; and if so it is not so fine a thing as philosophy—For 
the same reason that an eagle is not so fine a thing as a truth—Give me this 
credit—Do you not think I strive—to know myself? Give me this credit—and 
you will not think that on my own accou[n]t I repeat Milton's lines 

"How charming is divine Philosophy 
Not harsh and crabbed as dull fools suppose 
But musical as is Apollo's lute"— 6 

No—no for myself—feeling grateful as I do to have got into a state of mind 
to relish them properly—Nothing ever becomes real till it is experienced— 
Even a Proverb is no proverb to you till your Life has illustrated it— * * * 

* * * I have been reading lately two very different books Robertson's America 
and Voltaire's Siecle De Louis xiv7 It is like walking arm and arm between 
Pizarro and the great-little Monarch. 8 In How lementabl[e] a case do we see 
the great body of the people in both instances: in the first, where Men might 
seem to inherit quiet of Mind from unsophisticated senses; from uncontami-
nation of civilisation; and especially from their being as it were estranged from 
the mutual helps of Society and its mutual injuries—and thereby more imme-
diately under the Protection of Providence—even there they had mortal pains 
to bear as bad; or even worse than Baliffs, 9 Debts and Poverties of civilised 
Life—The whole appears to resolve into this—that Man is originally "a poor 
forked creature" 1 subject to the same mischances as the beasts of the forest, 
destined to hardships and disquietude of some kind or other. If he improves 
by degrees his bodily accommodations and comforts—at each stage, at each 
accent there are waiting for him a fresh set of annoyances—he is mortal and 
there is still a heaven with its Stars abov[e] his head. The most interesting 
question that can come before us is, How far by the persevering endeavours 
of a seldom appearing Socrates Mankind may be made happy—I can imagine 
such happiness carried to an extreme—but what must it end in?—Death— 
and who could in such a case bear with death—the whole troubles of life 
which are now frittered away in a series of years, would the[n] be accumulated 
for the last days of a being who instead of hailing its approach, would leave 
this world as Eve left Paradise—But in truth I do not at all believe in this sort 
of perfectibility—the nature of the world will not admit of it—the inhabitants 
of the world will correspond to itself—Let the fish philosophise the ice away 
from the Rivers in winter time and they shall be at continual play in the tepid 
delight of summer. Look at the Poles and at the sands of Africa, Whirlpools 
and volcanoes—Let men exterminate them and I will say that they may arrive 
at earthly Happiness—The point at which Man may arrive is as far as the 
paralel state in inanimate nature and no further—For instance suppose a rose 
to have sensation, it blooms on a beautiful morning it enjoys itself—but there 
comes a cold wind, a hot sun—it can not escape it, it cannot destroy its annoy-
ances—they are as native to the world as itself : no more can man be happy in 

6. Comns, lines 475—77. 
7. Two books of history, Voltaire's Le Siecle de 
Louis XIV (1751) and William Robertson's The 
History of America (1777). In this second extract 
from the journal-letter, Keats is writing toward the 
end of April (on the 21st or 28th). 
8. Francisco Pizarro, the Spanish explorer whose 

exploits are described in Robertson's America. The 
"Monarch" is Louis XIV of France. 
9. Bailiffs: officers of the law whose duties 
included making arrests for had debts. 
1. Shakespeare's King Lear 3.4.95—97. Lear savs 
of "Poor Tom," "Unaccommodated man is no more 
but such a poor, bare, forked animal as thou art." 
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spite, the world[l]y elements will prey upon his nature—The common cog-
nomen of this world among the misguided and superstitious is "a vale of tears" 
from which we are to be redeemed by a certain arbitrary interposition of God 
and taken to Heaven—What a little circumscribe[d] straightened notion! Call 
the world if you Please "The vale of Soul-making" Then you will find out the 
use of the world (I am speaking now in the highest terms tor human nature 
admitting it to be immortal which I will here take for granted for the purpose 
of showing a thought which has struck me concerning it) I say "Soul making" 
Soul as distinguished from an Intelligence—There may be intelligences or 
sparks of the divinity in millions—but they are not Souls the till they acquire 
identities, till each one is personally itself. I n t e l l i g e n c e s are atoms of per-
ception—they know and they see and they are pure, in short they are G o d — 
how then are Souls to be made? How then are these sparks which are God to 
have identity given them—so as ever to possess a bliss peculiar to each ones 
individual existence? How, but by the medium of a world like this? This point 
I sincerely wish to consider because I think it a grander system of salvation 
than the chrysteain religion—or rather it is a system of Spirit-creation2—This 
is effected by three grand materials acting the one upon the other for a series 
of years—These three Materials are the Intelligence—the human heart (as 
distinguished from intelligence or Mind) and the World or Elemental space 
suited for the proper action of Mind and Heart on each other for the purpose 
of forming the Son/ or Intelligence destined to possess the sense of Identity. I 
can scarcely express what I but dimly perceive—and yet 1 think I perceive i t — 
that you may judge the more clearly I will put it in the most homely form 
possible—I will call the world a School instituted for the purpose of teaching 
little children to read—I will call the human heart the horn Bookused in that 
School—and I will call the Child ahle to read, the Soul made from that school 
and its hornbook. Do you not see how necessary a World of Pains and troubles 
is to school an Intelligence and make it a soul? A Place where the heart must 
feel and suffer in a thousand diverse ways! Not merely is the Heart a Horn-
book, It is the Minds Bible, it is the Minds experience, it is the teat from which 
the Mind or intelligence sucks its identity—As various as the Lives of Men 
are—so various become their souls, and thus does God make individual beings, 
Souls, Identical Souls of the sparks of his own essence—This appears to me 
a faint sketch of a system of Salvation which does not affront our reason and 
humanity—I am convinced that many difficulties which christians labour 
under would vanish before i t—There is one wh[i]ch even now Strikes m e — 
the Salvation of Children—In them the Spark or intelligence returns to God 
without any identity—it having had no time to learn of, and be altered by, the 
heart—or seat of the human Passions—It is pretty generally suspected that 
the c h r i s t i a n scheme has been coppied from the ancient persian and greek 
Philosophers. Why may they not have made this simple thing even more simple 
for common apprehension by introducing Mediators and Personages in the 
same manner as in the hethen mythology abstractions are personified—Seri-

2. Keats is struggling for an analog)' that will 
embody his solution to the ancient riddle of evil, 
as an alternative to what he understands to be the 
Christian view: that evil exists as a test of the indi-
vidual's worthiness of salvation in heaven, and this 
world is only a proving ground for a later and better 
life. Keats proposes that the function of the human 
experience of sorrow and pain is to feed and dis-
cipline the formless and unstocked "intelligence" 

that we possess at birth and thus to shape it into a 
rich and coherent "identity," or "soul." This result 
provides a justification ("salvation") for our suffer-
ing in terms of our earthly life: i.e., experience is 
its own reward. 
3. A child's primer, which used to consist of a 
sheet of paper mounted on thin wood, protected 
by a sheet of transparent horn. 
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ously I think it probable that this System of Soul-making—may have been the 
Parent of all the more palpable and personal Schemes of Redemption, among 
the Zoroastrians the Christians and the Hindoos. For as one part of the human 
species must have their carved Jupiter; so another part must have the palpable 
and named Mediatior and saviour, their Christ their Oromanes and their 
Vishnu 4—If what I have said should not be plain enough, as I fear it may not 
be, I will [put] you in the place where I began in this series of thoughts—I 
mean, I began by seeing how man was formed by circumstances—and what 
are circumstances?—but touchstones of his heart—? and what are touch 
stones?—but proovings of his hearrt?5—and what are proovings of his heart 
but fortifiers or alterers of his nature? and what is his altered nature but his 
soul?—and what was his soul before it came into the world and had These 
provings and alterations and perfectionings?—An intelligences—without 
Identity—and how is this Identity to be made? Through the medium of the 
Heart? And how is the heart to become this Medium but in a world of Cir-
cumstances?—There now I think what with Poetry and Theology you may 
thank your Stars that my pen is not very long winded— * * * 

This is the 3d of May & every thing is in delightful forwardness; the violets 
are not withered, before the peeping of the first rose; You must let me know 
every thing, how parcels go & come, what papers you have, & what Newspa-
pers you want, & other things—God bless you my dear Brother & Sister 

Your ever Affectionate Brother 
John K e a t s — 

To Fanny Brawne 

[FANNY B R A W N E A S K E A T S ' S " F A I R S T A R " ] 

[July 25, 1819] 

My sweet Girl, 

I hope you did not blame me much for not obeying your request of a Letter 
on Saturday: we have had four in our small room playing at cards night and 
morning leaving me no undisturb'd opportunity to write. Now Bice and Martin 
are gone I am at liberty. Brown to my sorrow confirms the account you give 
of your ill health. You cannot conceive how I ache to be with you: how I would 
die for one hour for what is in the world? I say you cannot conceive; it is 
impossible you should look with such eyes upon me as I have upon you: it 
cannot be. Forgive me if I wander a little this evening, for I have been all day 
employ'd in a very abstr[a]ct Poem1 and I am in deep love with you—two things 
which must excuse me. I have, believe me, not been an age in letting you take 
possession of me; the very first week I knew you I wrote myself your vassal; 
but burnt the Letter as the very next time I saw you I thought you manifested 
some dislike to me. If you should ever feel for Man at the first sight what I 
did for you, I am lost. Yet I should not quarrel with you, but hate myself if 
such a thing were to happen—only I should burst if the thing were not as fine 

4. The deity who creates and preserves the world, 
in Hindu belief. Oromanes (Ahriman) was the 
principle of evil, locked in a persisting struggle with 
Ormazd, the principle of good, in the Zoroastrian 

religion of ancient Persia. 
5. I.e., experiences by which the human heart is 
put to the test. 
1. Probably The Fall of Hyperion. 
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as a Man as you are as a Woman. Perhaps I am too vehement, then fancy me 
on my knees, especially when I mention a part of you Letter which hurt me; 
you say speaking of Mr. Severn2 "but you must be satisfied in knowing that I 
admired you much more than your friend." My dear love, I cannot believe 
there ever was or ever could be any thing to admire in me especially as far as 
sight goes—I cannot be admired, I am not a thing to be admired. You are, I 
love you; all I can bring you is a swooning admiration of your Beauty. I hold 
that place among Men which snub-nos'd brunettes with meeting eyebrows do 
among women—they are trash to me—unless I should find one among them 
with a fire in her heart like the one that burns in mine, You absorb me in spite 
of myself—you alone: for I look not forward with any pleasure to what is call'd 
being settled in the world; I tremble at domestic cares—yet for you 1 would 
meet them, though if it would leave you the happier I would rather die than 
do so. I have two luxuries to brood over in my walks, your Loveliness and the 
hour of my death. O that I could have possession of them both in the same 
minute. I hate the world: it batters too much the wings of my self-will, and 
would I could take a sweet poison from your lips to send me out of it. From 
no others would I take it. I am indeed astonish'd to find myself so careless of 
all cha[r]ms but yours—remembring as I do the time when even a bit of rib-
band was a matter of interest with me. What softer words can I find for you 
after this—what it is I will not read. Nor will I say more here, but in a Postscript 
answer any thing else you may have mentioned in your Letter in so many 
words—for I am distracted with a thousand thoughts. I will imagine you Venus 
tonight and pray, pray, pray to your star like a Hethen.3 

Your's ever, fair Star, 
John Keats. 

To Percy Bysshe Shelley1 

[LOAD EVERY R I F T W I T H O R E ] 

[August 16, 1820] 

My dear Shelley, 

I am very much gratified that you, in a foreign country, and with a mind 
almost over occupied, should write to me in the strain of the Letter beside 
me. If I do not take advantage of your invitation it will be prevented by a 
circumstance I have very much at heart to prophesy2—There is no doubt that 
an english winter would put an end to me, and do so in a lingering hateful 
manner, therefore I must either voyage or journey to Italy as a soldier marches 
up to a battery. My nerves at present are the worst part of me, yet they feel 
soothed when I think that come what extreme may, I shall not be destined to 
remain in one spot long enough to take a hatred of any four particular bed-
posts. I am glad you take any pleasure in my poor Poem;3—which I would 

2. Joseph Severn, who later looked after Keats in 
Rome during his final illness. 
3. See Keats's sonnet "Bright star" (p. 898) for 
parallels to this and other remarks in the present 
letter. 
1. Written in reply to a letter urging Keats (who 
was ill) to spend the winter with the Shelleys 

in Pisa. 
2. His own death. 
3. Keats's Endymion, Shelley had written, con-
tains treasures, "though treasures poured forth 
with indistinct profusion." Keats here responds 
with advice in kind. 
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willingly take the trouble to unwrite, if possible, did I care so much as I have 
done about Reputation. 1 received a copy of the Cenci , 4 as from yourself from 
Hunt. There is only one part of it 1 am judge of; the Poetry, and dramatic 
effect, which by many spirits now a days is considered the mammon. A modern 
work it is said must have a purpose,5 which may be the G o d — a n artist must 
serve M a m m o n — h e must have "self concentration" selfishness perhaps. You 
1 am sure will forgive me for sincerely remarking that you might curb your 
magnanimity and be more of an artist, and "load every rift"'' of your subject 
with ore. The thought of such discipline must fall like cold chains upon you, 
who perhaps never sat with your wings furl'd for six Months together. And is 
not this e x t r a o r d i n a r y talk for the writer of Endymion? whose mind was like 
a pack of scattered cards—I am pick'd up and sorted to a pip.7 My Imagination 
is a Monastry and I am its Monk—you must explain my metap" 8 to yourself. 
I am in expectation of Prometheus1 ' every day. Could I have my own wish for 
its interest effected you would have it still in manuscript—or be but now 
putting an end to the second act. I remember you advising me not to publish 
my first-blights, on Hampstead heath—1 am returning advice upon your 
hands. Most of the Poems in the volume I send you' have been written above 
two years, and would never have been publish'd but from a hope of gain; so 
you see I am inclined enough to take your advice now. I must exp[r]ess once 
more my deep sense of your kindness, adding my sincere thanks and respects 
for M" Shelley. In the hope of soon seeing you I remain 

most sincerely yours, 
John Keats— 

To Charles Brown1 

[KEATS 'S LAST L E T T E R ] 

Rome. 30 November 1820. 

My dear Brown, 

'Tis the most difficult thing in the world to me to write a letter. My stomach 
continues so bad, that I feel it worse on opening any book,—yet 1 am much 
better than I was in Quarantine.2 Then I am afraid to encounter the proing 
and conning of any thing interesting to me in England. I have an habitual 
feeling of my real life having past, and that I am leading a posthumous exis-
tence. God knows how it would have been—but it appears to me—however, 
I will not speak of that subject. I must have been at Bedhampton nearly at the 
time you were writing to me from Chichester*—how unfortunate—and to pass 

4. Shelley's b l a n k - v e r s e tragedy, The Cenci, had 
been published in the spring of 1820. 
5. Wordsworth had said this in his Preface to Lyr-
ical Ballads. For "Mammon" see Matthew 6.24 and 
Luke 16.13: "Ye cannot serve God and mammon." 
6. From Spenser's description of the Cave of 
Mammon in The Faerie Queene 2 .7.28: "With rich 
metall loaded every rifte." 
7. Perfectly ordered; all tile suits in the deck 
matched up ("pips" are the conventional spots on 
playing cards). 
8. Metaphysics. 
9. Prometheus Unbound, of which Shelley had 
promised Keats a copy. 

1. Keats's volume of 1820. including Lamia, The 
Eve of St. Agnes, and the odes. When Shelley 
drowned he had this small book open in his pocket. 
1. Written to Keats's friend Charles Armitage 
Brown from the house on the Spanish Steps, in 
the Pi a//a di Spagna, where Keats was being 
tended in his mortal illness by the devoted Joseph 
Severn. 
2. When it landed at Maples, Keats's ship had 
been quarantined for ten miserably hot days. 
3. Bedhampton and Chichester are both near the 
harbor town of Portsmouth, where Keats had 
embarked for Naples two months before. 
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on the river too! There was my star predominant!4 I cannot answer any thing 
in your letter, which followed me from Naples to Rome, because I am afraid 
to look it over again. I am so weak (in mind) that I cannot bear the sight of 
any hand writing of a friend 1 love so much as I do you. Yet I ride the little 
horse,—and, at my worst, even in Quarantine, summoned up more puns, in 
a sort of desperation, in one week than in any year of my life. There is one 
thought enough to kill me—I have been well, healthy, alert &c, walking with 
her s—and now—the knowledge of contrast, feeling for light and shade, all 
that information (primitive sense) necessary for a poem are great enemies to 
the recover)' of the stomach. There, you rogue, 1 put you to the torture,—but 
you must bring your philosophy to bear—as I do mine, really—or how should 
I be able to live? Dr Clarke is very attentive to me; he says, there is very little 
the matter with my lungs, but my stomach, he says, is very bad. I am well 
disappointed in hearing good news from George,—for it runs in my head we 
shall all die young. 1 have not written to x x x x x yet,6 which he must think 
very neglectful; being anxious to send him a good account of my health, I have 
delayed it from week to week. If 1 recover, 1 will do all in my power to correct 
the mistakes made during sickness; and if I should not, all my faults will be 
forgiven. I shall write to x x x to-morrow, or next day. I will write to x x x x x 
in the middle of next week. Severn is very well, though he leads so dull a life 
with me. Remember me to all friends, and tell x x x x I should not have left 
London without taking leave of him, but from being so low in body and mind. 
Write to George as soon as you receive this, and tell him how I am, as far as 
you can guess;—and also a note to my sister—who walks about my imagination 
like a ghost—she is so like Tom.7 I can scarcely bid you good bye even in a 
letter. I always made an awkward bow. 

God bless you! 
John Keats. 

4. I.e., that was mv usual luck. Cf. Shakespeare's 
The Winters Tale 1 .2 .202-03 : "It is a bawdy 
planet, that will strike / Where 'tis predominant." 
5. Fanny Brawne. 
6. Charles Brown, whose manuscript transcrip-
tion is the only text for this letter, substituted 

crosses for the names til Keats's friends to conceal 
their identities. 
7. Keats's youngest brother, whom Fanny, his only 
sister, closely resembled, had died of tuberculosis 
on December 1, 1818. George was John Keats's 
younger brother. 

MARY W O L L S T O N E C R A F T SHELLEY 
1 7 9 7 - 1 8 5 1 

Percy Shelley wrote of his young wife, in the Dedication to Laon and Cythnu: 

They say that thou wert lovely from thy birth, 
Of glorious parents, thou aspiring Child. 

The "glorious parents" were William Godwin, the leading reformer and radical phi-
losopher of the time, and Man ' Wollstonecraft , famed as the author of A Vindication 
of the Rights of Woman. Wollstonecraft had died as the result of childbed fever 
incurred when she gave birth to Mary. Four years later Godwin married a widow, 
Mary Jane Clairmont, who soon had more than she could cope with trying to manage 
a family of five children of diverse parentage, amid increasing financial difficulties. 
Mary bitterly resented her s tepmother but adored her father, who, she later said, "was 
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Ode to a Nightingale1 

i 
My heart aches, and a drowsy numbness pains 

My sense, as though of hemlock 2 I had drunk, 
Or emptied some dull opiate to the drains 

One minute past, and Lethe 3-wards had sunk: 
5 Tis not through envy of thy happy lot, 

But being too happy in thine happiness,— 
That thou, light-winged Dryad of the trees, 

In some melodious plot 
Of beechen green, and shadows numberless, 

10 Singest of summer in full-throated ease. 
2 

O, for a draught of vintage! 0 that hath been wine 
Cool'd a long age in the deep-delved earth, 

Tasting of Flora 4 and the country green, 
Dance, and Proven£al song, 5 and sunburnt mirth! 

is O for a beaker full of the warm South, 
Full of the true, the blushful Hippocrene, 6 

With beaded bubbles winking at the brim, 
And purple-stained mouth; 

That I might drink, and leave the world unseen, 
20 And with thee fade away into the forest dim: 

3 
Fade far away, dissolve, and quite forget 

What thou among the leaves hast never known, 
The weariness, the fever, and the fret 

Here, where men sit and hear each other groan; 
25 Where palsy shakes a few, sad, last gray hairs, 

Where youth grows pale, and spectre-thin, and dies; 7 

Where but to think is to be full of sorrow 
And leaden-eyed despairs, 

Where Beauty cannot keep her lustrous eyes, 
30 Or new Love pine at them beyond to-morrow. 

4 
Away! away! for I will fly to thee, 

Not charioted by Bacchus and his pards, 

1. Charles Brown, with whom Keats was then liv-
ing in Hampstead, wrote: "In the spring of 1819 a 
nightingale had built her nest near my house. 
Keats felt a tranquil and continual joy in her song; 
and one morning he took his chair from the break-
fast table to the grass plot under a plum tree, where 
he sat for two or three hours. When he came into 
the house, I perceived he had some scraps of paper 
in his hand, and these he was quietly thrusting 
behind the books. On inquiry, I found those 
scraps, four or five in number, contained his poetic 
feeling on the song of our nightingale." 
2. A poisonous herb, not the North American 

evergreen tree; a sedative if taken in small doses. 
3. River in Hades whose waters cause forgetful-
ness. 
4. The Roman goddess of flowers or the flowers 
themselves. 
5. Provence, in southern France, was in the late 
Middle Ages renowned for its troubadours—writ-
ers and singers of love songs. 
6. Fountain of the Muses on Mount Helicon, 
hence the waters of inspiration, here applied meta-
phorically to a beaker of wine. 
7. Keats's brother Tom, wasted by tuberculosis, 
had died the preceding winter. 
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But on the viewless wings of Poesy,8 

Though the dull brain perplexes and retards: 
35 Already with thee! tender is the night, 

And haply the Queen-Moon is on her throne, 
Cluster'd around by all her starry Fays;° fairies 

But here there is no light, 
Save what from heaven is with the breezes blown 

40 Through verdurous0 glooms and winding mossy ways, green-foliaged 

5 
I cannot see what flowers are at my feet, 

Nor what soft incense hangs upon the boughs, 
But, in embalmed0 darkness, guess each sweet perfumed 

Wherewith the seasonable month endows 
45 The grass, the thicket, and the fruit-tree wild; 

White hawthorn, and the pastoral eglantine;9 

Fast fading violets cover'd up in leaves; 
And mid-May's eldest child, 

The coming musk-rose, full of dewy wine, 
50 The murmurous haunt of flies on summer eves. 

6 
Darkling0 I listen; and, for many a time in darkness 

I have been half in love with easeful Death, 
Call'd him soft names in many a mused0 rhyme, meditated 

To take into the air my quiet breath; 
55 Now more than ever seems it rich to die, 

To cease upon the midnight with no pain, 
While thou art pouring forth thy soul abroad 

In such an ecstasy! 
Still wouldst thou sing, and I have ears in vain— 

60 To thy high requiem0 become a sod. mass for the dead 

7 
Thou wast not born for death, immortal Bird! 

No hungry generations tread thee down; 
The voice I hear this passing night was heard 

In ancient days by emperor and clown:0 peasant 
65 Perhaps the self-same song that found a path 

Through the sad heart of Ruth,1 when, sick for home, 
She stood in tears amid the alien corn;0 wheat 

The same that oft-times hath 
Charm'd magic casements,0 opening on the foam windows 

70 Of perilous seas, in faery lands forlorn. 

8 

Forlorn! the very word is like a bell 
To toll me back from thee to my sole self! 

Adieu! the fancy2 cannot cheat so well 

8. I.e., by getting drunk not on wine (the "vintage" 
of stanza 2) but on the invisible ("viewless") wings 
of the poetic imagination. (Bacchus, god of wine, 
was sometimes represented in a chariot drawn by 
"pards"—leopards.) 

9. Sweetbrier or honeysuckle. 
1. The young widow in the biblical Book of Ruth. 
2. I.e., imagination, "the viewless wings of Poesy" 
of line 33. 
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As she is fam'd to do, deceiving elf. 
75 Adieu! adieu! thy plaintive an them 0 fades hymn 

Past the near meadows, over the still stream, 
Up the hill-side; and now 'tis buried deep 

In the next valley-glades: 
Was it a vision, or a waking dream? 

so Fled is that music:—Do I wake or sleep? 
May 1819 1819 

Ode on a Grecian Urn1 

Thou still unravish'd bride of quietness, 
Thou foster-child of silence and slow time, 

Sylvan 2 historian, who canst thus express 
A flowery tale more sweetly than our rhyme: 

5 What leaf-fring'd legend haunts about thy shape 
Of deities or mortals, or of both, 

In Tempe or the dales of Arcady? 3 

What men or gods are these? What maidens loth? 
What mad pursuit? What struggle to escape? 

10 What pipes and timbrels? What wild ecstasy? 
2 

Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard 
Are sweeter; therefore, ye soft pipes, play on; 

Not to the sensual ear, 4 but, more endear'd, 
Pipe to the spirit ditties of no tone: 

15 Fair youth, beneath the trees, thou canst not leave 
Thy song, nor ever can those trees be bare; 

Bold lover, never, never canst thou kiss, 
Though winning near the goal—yet, do not grieve; 

She cannot fade, though thou hast not thy bliss, 
20 For ever wilt thou love, and she be fair! 

3 
Ah, happy, happy boughs! that cannot shed 

Your leaves, nor ever bid the spring adieu; 
And, happy melodist, unwearied, 

1. Another poem that Keats published in Hay-
don's Annals of the Fine Arts. This urn, with its 
sculptured reliefs of revelry and panting young lov-
ers in chase and in flight, of a pastoral piper under 
spring foliage, and of the quiet procession of priest 
and townspeople, resembles parts of various vases, 
sculptures, and paintings, but it existed in all its 
particulars only in Keats's imagination. In the urn— 
which captures moments of intense experience in 
attitudes of grace and immobilizes them in mar-
ble—Keats found the perfect correlative for his 
concern with the longing for permanence in a 
world of change. The interpretation of the details 
with which he develops this concept, however, is 
hotly disputed. The disputes begin with the open-

ing phrase: is "still" an adverb ("as yet"), or is it an 
adjective ("motionless"), as the punctuation of the 
Annals version, which adds a comma after "still," 
suggests? And the two concluding lines have accu-
mulated as much critical discussion as the "two-
handed engine" in Milton's "Lycidas" or the most 
difficult cruxes in Shakespeare's plays. 
2. Rustic, representing a woodland scene. 
3. The valleys of Arcadia, a state in ancient Greece 
often used as a symbol of the pastoral ideal. 
"Tempe": a beautiful valley in Greece that has 
come to represent rural beauty. 
4. The ear of sense (as opposed to that of the 
"spirit," or imagination). 
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As she is fam'd to do, deceiving elf. 
75 Adieu! adieu! thy plaintive an them 0 fades hymn 

Past the near meadows, over the still stream, 
Up the hill-side; and now 'tis buried deep 

In the next valley-glades: 
Was it a vision, or a waking dream? 

so Fled is that music:—Do I wake or sleep? 
May 1819 1819 

Ode on a Grecian Urn1 

Thou still unravish'd bride of quietness, 
Thou foster-child of silence and slow time, 

Sylvan 2 historian, who canst thus express 
A flowery tale more sweetly than our rhyme: 

5 What leaf-fring'd legend haunts about thy shape 
Of deities or mortals, or of both, 

In Tempe or the dales of Arcady? 3 

What men or gods are these? What maidens loth? 
What mad pursuit? What struggle to escape? 

10 What pipes and timbrels? What wild ecstasy? 
2 

Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard 
Are sweeter; therefore, ye soft pipes, play on; 

Not to the sensual ear, 4 but, more endear'd, 
Pipe to the spirit ditties of no tone: 

15 Fair youth, beneath the trees, thou canst not leave 
Thy song, nor ever can those trees be bare; 

Bold lover, never, never canst thou kiss, 
Though winning near the goal—yet, do not grieve; 

She cannot fade, though thou hast not thy bliss, 
20 For ever wilt thou love, and she be fair! 

3 
Ah, happy, happy boughs! that cannot shed 

Your leaves, nor ever bid the spring adieu; 
And, happy melodist, unwearied, 

1. Another poem that Keats published in Hay-
don's Annals of the Fine Arts. This urn, with its 
sculptured reliefs of revelry and panting young lov-
ers in chase and in flight, of a pastoral piper under 
spring foliage, and of the quiet procession of priest 
and townspeople, resembles parts of various vases, 
sculptures, and paintings, but it existed in all its 
particulars only in Keats's imagination. In the urn— 
which captures moments of intense experience in 
attitudes of grace and immobilizes them in mar-
ble—Keats found the perfect correlative for his 
concern with the longing for permanence in a 
world of change. The interpretation of the details 
with which he develops this concept, however, is 
hotly disputed. The disputes begin with the open-

ing phrase: is "still" an adverb ("as yet"), or is it an 
adjective ("motionless"), as the punctuation of the 
Annals version, which adds a comma after "still," 
suggests? And the two concluding lines have accu-
mulated as much critical discussion as the "two-
handed engine" in Milton's "Lycidas" or the most 
difficult cruxes in Shakespeare's plays. 
2. Rustic, representing a woodland scene. 
3. The valleys of Arcadia, a state in ancient Greece 
often used as a symbol of the pastoral ideal. 
"Tempe": a beautiful valley in Greece that has 
come to represent rural beauty. 
4. The ear of sense (as opposed to that of the 
"spirit," or imagination). 
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For ever piping songs for ever new; 
25 More happy love! more happy, happy love! 

For ever warm and still to be enjoy'd, 
For ever panting, and for ever young; 

All breathing human passion far above, 
That leaves a heart high-sorrowful and cloy'd, 

30 A burning forehead, and a parching tongue. 

4 
Who are these coming to the sacrifice? 

To what green altar, O mysterious priest, 
Lead'st thou that heifer lowing at the skies, 

And all her silken flanks with garlands drest? 
35 What little town by river or sea shore, 

Or mountain-built with peaceful citadel, 
Is emptied of this folk, this pious morn? 

And, little town, thy streets for evermore 
Will silent be; and not a soul to tell 

40 Why thou art desolate, can e'er return. 

5 
O Attic5 shape! Fair attitude!6 with brede 

Of marble men and maidens overwrought,7 

With forest branches and the trodden weed; 
Thou, silent form, dost tease us out of thought 

45 As doth eternity: Cold Pastoral! 
When old age shall this generation waste, 

Thou shalt remain, in midst of other woe 
Than ours, a friend to man, to whom thou say'st, 

"Beauty is truth, truth beauty,"8—that is all 
50 Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know. 

1819 1820 

o d e on Melancholy T h i s is K e a t s ' s b e s t - k n o w n s t a t e m e n t o f h i s r e c u r r e n t 
t h e m e o f t h e m i n g l e d c o n t r a r i e t i e s o f l i f e . T h e r e m a r k a b l e l a s t s t a n z a , i n w h i c h M e l -
a n c h o l y b e c o m e s a v e i l e d g o d d e s s w o r s h i p e d i n s e c r e t r e l i g i o u s r i t e s , i m p l i e s t h a t i t 
i s t h e t r a g i c h u m a n d e s t i n y t h a t b e a u t y , j o y , a n d l i f e i t s e l f o w e n o t o n l y t h e i r q u a l i t y 
b u t t h e i r v a l u e t o t h e f a c t t h a t t h e y a r e t r a n s i t o r y a n d t u r n i n t o t h e i r o p p o s i t e s . 
M e l a n c h o l y — a s y n o n y m f o r d e p r e s s i o n , i n v o l v i n g a p a r a l y z i n g s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s 
e n g e n d e r e d b y a n e x c e s s o f t h o u g h t — i s a h i g h l y l i t e r a r y a n d e v e n b o o k i s h a i l m e n t , 
a s K e a t s k n e w . S h a k e s p e a r e ' s H a m l e t a n d M i l t o n ' s s p e a k e r i n " I I P e n s e r o s o " a r e t h e 

5. Greek. Attica was the region of Greece in which 
Athens was located. 
6. Probably used in its early, technical sense: the 
pose struck by a figure in statuary or painting. 
7. Ornamented ail over ("overwrought") with an 
interwoven pattern ("brede"). The adjective "over-
wrought" might also modify "maidens" and even 
"men" and so hint at the emotional anguish of the 
figures portrayed on the urn. 
8. The quotation marks around this phrase are 
found in the volume of poems Keats published in 
1820, but there are no quotation marks in the ver-
sion printed in Annals of the Fine Arts that same 
year or in the transcripts of the poem made by 

Keats's friends. This discrepancy has multiplied 
the diversity of critical interpretations of the last 
two lines. Critics disagree whether the whole of 
these lines is said by the urn, or "Beauty is truth, 
truth beauty" by the urn and the rest by the lyric 
speaker; whether the "ye" in the last line is 
addressed to the lyric speaker, to the readers, to 
the urn, or to the figures on the urn; whether "all 
ye know" is that beauty is truth, or this plus the 
statement in lines 46^*8 ; and whether "beauty is 
truth" is a profound metaphysical proposition, an 
overstatement representing the limited point of 
view of the urn, or simply nonsensical. 
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275 The deep-recessed vision:—all was blight; 
Lamia, no longer fair, there sat a deadly white. 
"Shut, shut those juggling8 eyes, thou ruthless man! 
Turn them aside, wretch! or the righteous ban 
Of all the Gods, whose dreadful images 

280 Here represent their shadowy presences, 
May pierce them on the sudden with the thorn 
Of painful blindness; leaving thee forlorn, 
In trembling dotage to the feeblest fright 
Of conscience, for their long offended might, 

285 For all thine impious proud-heart sophistries, 
Unlawful magic, and enticing lies. 
Corinthians! look upon that gray-beard wretch! 
Mark how, possess'd, his lashless eyelids stretch 
Around his demon eyes! Corinthians, see! 

290 My sweet bride withers at their potency." 
"Fool!" said the sophist, in an under-tone 
Gruff with contempt; which a death-nighing moan 
From Lycius answer'd, as heart-struck and lost, 
He sank supine beside the aching ghost. 

295 "Fool! Fool!" repeated he, while his eyes still 
Relented not, nor mov'd; "from every ill 
Of life have I preserv'd thee to this day, 
And shall I see thee made a serpent's prey?" 
Then Lamia breath'd death breath; the sophist's eye, 

300 Like a sharp spear, went through her utterly, 
Keen, cruel, perceant,0 stinging: she, as well piercing 
As her weak hand could any meaning tell, 
Motion'd him to be silent; vainly so, 
He look'd and look'd again a level—No! 

305 "A Serpent!" echoed he; no sooner said, 
Than with a frightful scream she vanished: 
And Lycius' arms were empty of delight, 
As were his limbs of life, from that same night. 
On the high couch he lay!—his friends came round— 

310 Supported him—no pulse, or breath they found, 
And, in its marriage robe, the heavy body wound. 

July—Aug. 1819 1820 

To Autumn1 

Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness, 
Close bosom-friend of the maturing sun; 

Conspiring with him how to load and bless 

8. Deceiving, full of trickery. 
1. Two days after this ode was composed, Keats 
wrote to J. H. Reynolds: "I never liked stubble 
fields so much as now—Aye, better than the chilly 
green of the spring. Somehow a stubble plain looks 
warm—in the same way that some pictures look 

warm—this struck me so much in my Sunday's 
walk that I composed upon it." For the author's 
revisions while composing "To Autumn," see 
"Poems in Process," in the appendices to this vol-
ume. 
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With fruit the vines that round the thatch-eves run; 
To bend with apples the moss'd cottage-trees, 

And fill all fruit with ripeness to the core; 
To swell the gourd, and plump the hazel shells 

With a sweet kernel; to set budding more, 
And still more, later flowers for the bees, 
Until they think warm days will never cease, 

For summer has o'er-brimm'd their clammy cells. 

Who hath not seen thee oft amid thy store? 
Sometimes whoever seeks abroad may find 

Thee sitting careless on a granary floor, 
15 Thy hair soft-lifted by the winnowing 2 wind; 

Or on a half-reap'd furrow sound asleep, 
Drows'd with the fume of poppies, while thy hook° scythe 

Spares the next swath and all its twined flowers: 
And sometimes like a gleaner thou dost keep 

20 Steady thy laden head across a brook; 
Or by a cyder-press, with patient look, 

Thou watchest the last oozings hours by hours. 
3 

Where are the songs of spring? Ay, where are they? 
Think not of them, thou hast thy music too,— 

25 While barred clouds bloom the soft-dying day, 
And touch the stubble-plains with rosy hue; 

Then in a wailful choir the small gnats mourn 
Among the river sallows, 0 borne aloft willows 

Or sinking as the light wind lives or dies; 
30 And full-grown lambs loud bleat from hilly bourn; 0 region 

Hedge-crickets sing; and now with treble soft 
The red-breast whistles from a garden-croft; ' 

And gathering swallows twitter in the skies. 
Sept. 19, 1819 1820 

The Fall of Hyperion: A Dream Late in 1818, at about the end of his 
twenty-third year and while he was serving as nurse to his dying brother Tom, Keats 
planned to undertake an epic poem, modeled on Paradise Lost, that he called Hype-
rion. Greek mythology gave Keats its subject—the displacement of Saturn and his 
fellow Titans by a new generation of gods, Zeus and the other Olympians. But in 
engaging this topic Keats addressed the epic question at the center of Paradise Lost: 
how did evil come into the world and why? Keats in his story set out to represent an 
answer, not according to any one religious creed but in terms informed by his reading 
in comparative religion and mythology. The Titans had been fair and benign gods, 
and their rule had been a golden age of happiness. Yet at the beginning of the poem 
all the Titans except Hyperion, god of the sun, have been dethroned; and the uncom-
prehending Saturn again and again raises the question of how this injustice could 
have come to be. 

2. To "winnow" is to fan the chaff from the grain. 3. An enclosed plot of farmland. 
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In book 3 of the original Hyperion, the scenes among the Titans are supplemented 
by the experience of the Olympian Apollo, still a youth but destined to displace Hype-
rion as the sun god among the heavenly powers. He lives in ''aching ignorance" of the 
universe and its processes but is aware of his ignorance and thirsts for knowledge. 
Suddenly Apollo reads in the face of his tutor Mnemosyne—goddess of memory, who 
will be mother of the Muses and so of all the arts—the silent record of the defeat of 
the Titans and at once soars to the knowledge that he seeks: the understanding, both 
intoxicating and agonizing, that life involves process, that process entails change and 
suffering, and that there can be no creative progress except by the defeat and destruc-
tion of the preceding stage. Apollo cries out: 

Knowledge enormous makes a God of me. 
Names, deeds, gray legends, dire events, rebellions, 
Majesties, sovran voices, agonies, 
Creations and destroyings, all at once 
Pour into the wide hollows of my brain, 
And deify me. . . . 

This opening out of Apollo's awareness to the tragic nature of life is what the Titans 
lacked. As the fragment breaks off, Apollo is transfigured—like one who should "with 
fierce convulse / Die into life"—not only into one who has earned the right to displace 
Hyperion as god of the sun, but also into the god of the highest poetry. 

Keats abandoned this extraordinary fragment in April 1819. Late that summer, 
however, he took up the theme again, under the title The Fall of Hyperion: A Dream. 
This time his primary model is Dante, whom he had been studying in Henry Cary's 
verse translation of 1814. In The Divine Comedy all the narrated events are repre-
sented as a vision granted to the poet at the beginning of the poem. In the same way 
Keats begins The Fall of Hyperion with a frame story whose central event is that the 
poet-protagonist, in a dream, falls from a paradisal landscape into a wasteland and 
there earns the right to a vision. That vision reincorporates the events narrated in the 
first Hyperion: Moneta (her Latin name suggests "the Admonisher"), who stands in 
the same relationship to the poet as, in the earlier tale, Mnemosyne stood to Apollo, 
permits, or challenges, this protagonist to remember, with her, her own memories of 
the fall of the Titans. By devising this frame story, Keats shifted his center of poetic 
concern from the narration of epic action to an account of the evolving consciousness 
of the epic poet, as he seeks to know his identity, to justify the morality of poetry, 
and to understand its place in the social world. The ordeal through which Apollo had 
become god of poetry is replaced in this second version of Hyperion by the ordeal of 
this one poet, who must prove himself able to endure the witnessing that Moneta 
demands of him and worthy of the power "To see as a God sees" (line 304) . 

A number of things caused Keats to abandon this attempt at The Fall of Hyperion 
at the sixty-first line of the second canto. (A fragment was published, against his 
wishes, in his 1820 volume of poems.) He wrote to Reynolds on September 21, 1819: 

1 have given up Hyperion. . . . Miltonic verse cannot be written but in an artful 
or rather artist's humour. I wish to give myself up to other sensations. English 
ought to be kept up. It may be interesting to you to pick out some lines from 
Hyperion and put a mark X to the false beauty proceeding from art, and one || 
to the true voice of feeling. 

The two Hyperion fragments are impressive achievements, but as Keats with his acu-
men in self-criticism recognized, they have the air of artistic tours de force, written 
in an age in which the high artifice of the epic matter and style had ceased to be the 
natural voice of the poet. In the same letter Keats mentions having composed two 
days earlier the ode "To Autumn." In this, his last major poem, the poet had envisaged 
the circumstance of the cycle of life and death, and had articulated his experience in 
his own poetic voice. 
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The Fall of Hyperion: A Dream 

Canto 1 
Fanatics have their dreams, wherewith they weave 
A paradise for a sect; the savage too 
From forth the loftiest fashion of his sleep 
Guesses at heaven: pity these have not 

s Trac'd upon vellum0 or wild Indian leaf parchment 
The shadows of melodious utterance. 
But bare of laurel1 they live, dream, and die; 
For Poesy alone can tell her dreams, 
With the fine spell of words alone can save 

10 Imagination from the sable charm 
And dumb0 enchantment. Who alive can say mute 
"Thou art no poet; may'st not tell thy dreams"? 
Since every man whose soul is not a clod 
Hath visions, and would speak, if he had lov'd 

15 And been well nurtured in his mother tongue. 
Whether the dream now purposed to rehearse 
Be poet's or fanatic's will be known 
When this warm scribe my hand is in the grave. 

Methought I stood where trees of every clime, 
20 Palm, myrtle, oak, and sycamore, and beech, 

With plantane, and spice blossoms, made a screen; 
In neighbourhood of fountains, by the noise 
Soft showering in mine ears, and, by the touch 
Of scent, not far from roses. Turning round, 

25 I saw an arbour with a drooping roof 
Of trellis vines, and bells, and larger blooms, 
Like floral-censers swinging light in air; 
Before its wreathed doorway, on a mound 
Of moss, was spread a feast of summer fruits, 

30 Which, nearer seen, seem'd refuse of a meal 
By angel tasted, or our mother Eve;2 

For empty shells were scattered on the grass, 
And grape stalks but half bare, and remnants more, 
Sweet smelling, whose pure kinds I could not know. 

35 Still was more plenty than the fabled horn3 

Thrice emptied could pour forth, at banqueting 
For Proserpine return'd to her own fields,4 

Where the white heifers low. And appetite 
More yearning than on earth I ever felt 

40 Growing within, I ate deliciously; 
And, after not long, thirsted, for thereby 
Stood a cool vessel of transparent juice, 
Sipp'd by the wander'd bee, the which I took, 
And, pledging all the mortals of the world, 

1. The laurel, associated with Apollo, is the 
emblem of poetic fame. 
2. In Paradise Lost 5.321ff. Eve serves the visiting 
angel Raphael with a meal of fruits and fruit juices. 

3. The cornucopia, or horn of plenty. 
4. When Proserpine each year is released by her 
husband, Pluto, god of the underworld, for a 
sojourn on Earth, it is the beginning of spring. 
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45 And all the dead whose names are in our lips, 
Drank. That full draught is parent of my theme. 5 

No Asian poppy, 0 nor elixir fine 
Of the soon fading jealous caliphat; 6 

No poison gender'd in close monkish cell 
50 To thin the scarlet conclave of old men, 7 

Could so have rapt unwilling life away. 
Among the fragrant husks and berries crush'd, 
Upon the grass I struggled hard against 
The domineering potion; but in vain: 

55 The cloudy swoon came on, and down I sunk 
Like a Silenus 8 on an antique vase. 
How long I slumber'd 'tis a chance to guess. 
When sense of life return'd, I started up 
As if with wings; but the fair trees were gone, 

60 The mossy mound and arbour were no more; 
I look'd around upon the carved sides 
Of an old sanctuary with roof august, 
Builded so high, it seem'd that filmed clouds 
Might spread beneath, as o'er the stars of heaven; 

65 So old the place was, I remembered none 
The like upon the earth; what I had seen 
Of grey cathedrals, buttress'd walls, rent towers, 
The superannuations 0 of sunk realms, 
Or nature's rocks toil'd hard in waves and winds, 

70 Seem'd but the faul ture 0 of decrepit things 
To° that eternal domed monument . 
Upon the marble at my feet there lay 
Store of strange vessels, and large draperies, 
Which needs had been of dyed asbestus wove, 

75 Or in that place the moth could not corrupt, 9 

So white the linen; so, in some, distinct 
Ran imageries from a sombre loom. 
All in a mingled heap confus'd there lay 
Robes, golden tongs, censer, and chafing dish, 

so Girdles, and chains, and holy jewelries. 1 

Turning from these with awe, once more I rais'd 
My eyes to fathom the space every way; 
The embossed roof, the silent massy range 
Of columns north and south, ending in mist 

85 Of nothing, then to eastward, where black gates 
Were shut against the sunrise evermore. 
Then to the west I look'd, and saw far off 
An image, huge of feature as a cloud, 
At level of whose feet an altar slept, 

5. The drink puts the poet to sleep and effects the 
dream within a dream that constitutes the remain-
der of the fragment. 
6. A council of caliphs, Muslim rulers, who plot 
to kill each other with a poisonous drink ("elixir"). 
7. The College of Cardinals. This scenario of poi-
soning, like the preceding Orientalist reference to 
intrigue among the caliphs, recalls a stock setting 
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opium 

ruins 

defects 
compared to 

of the period's Gothic novels. 
8. An elderly satyr, usually represented as drunk. 
9. Matthew 6.20: "Lay up for yourselves treasures 
in heaven, where neither moth nor rust doth cor-
rupt." 
1. Offerings to the gods were spread on the floor 
of Greek temples. 
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90 To be approach'd on either side by steps, 
And marble balustrade,0 and patient travail banister 
To count with toil the innumerable degrees. 
Towards the altar sober-pac'd I went, 
Repressing haste, as too unholy there; 

95 And, coming nearer, saw beside the shrine 
O n e minist'ring;2 and there arose a flame. 
W h e n in mid-May the sickening east wind 
Shifts sudden to the south, the small warm rain 
Melts out the frozen incense from all flowers, 

i o o And fil ls the air with so much pleasant health 
That even the dying man forgets his shroud; 
Even so that lofty sacrificial fire, 
Sending forth Maian 3 incense , spread around 
Forgetfulness of every thing but bliss, 

105 And clouded all the altar with soft smoke, 
From whose white fragrant curtains thus I heard 
Language pronounc'd. " I f thou canst not ascend 
T h e s e steps,4 die on that marble where thou art. 
Thy flesh, near cousin to the c o m m o n dust, 

n o Wil l parch for lack o f nutr iment—thy bones 
Wil l wither in few years, and vanish so 
T h a t not the quickest eye could find a grain 
Of what thou now art on that pavement cold. 
T h e sands of thy short life are spent this hour, 

115 And no hand in the universe can turn 
T h y hour glass, if these gummed 0 leaves be burnt aromatic 
E r e thou canst mount up these immortal steps." 
I heard, I look'd: two senses both at o n c e 
So fine, so subtle, felt the tyranny 

120 Of that fierce threat, and the hard task proposed. 
Prodigious seem'd the toil; the leaves were yet 
Burn ing ,—when suddenly a palsied chill 
S t ruck from the paved level up my limbs, 
And was ascending quick to put cold grasp 

125 Upon those streams 0 that pulse beside the throat: arteries 
I shriek'd; and the sharp anguish of my shriek 
S tung my own e a r s — I strove hard to escape 
T h e numbness ; strove to gain the lowest step. 
Slow, heavy, deadly was my pace: the cold 

130 Grew stifling, suffocating, at the heart ; 
And when I clasp'd my hands I felt them not. 
O n e minute before death, my iced foot touch'd 
T h e lowest stair; and as it touch'd, life seem'd 
To pour in at the toes: I mounted up, 

135 As o n c e fair angels on a ladder flew 
From the green turf to heaven. 5 —"Holy Power," 
Cried I , approaching near the horned shrine,6 

2. Who identifies herself in line 226 as Moneta. 
3. Maia was one of the Pleiades, a daughter of 
Atlas and (by Zeus) the mother of Hermes. She was 
the goddess of the month of May. 
4. These steps that the poet must ascend were 
probably suggested by the stairs going up the steep 
side of the purgatorial Mount in Dante's Pnrga-

torio. 
5. The ladder by which, in a dream, Jacob saw 
angels passing between heaven and Earth (Genesis 
28.12 and Paradise Lost 3 .510-15) . 
6. As, e.g., in Exodus 27.2, "And thou shalt make 
the horns of [the altar] upon the four corners 
thereof." In his description of the temple and 
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" W h a t am I that should so be sav'd from death? 
W h a t am I that another death c o m e not 

140 To choak my utterance sacrilegious here?" 
T h e n said the veiled s h a d o w — " T h o u hast felt 
W h a t 'tis to die and live again before 
T h y fated hour. T h a t thou hadst power to do so 
Is thy own safety; thou hast dated on 

145 T h y doom." 7 —"High Prophetess , " said I, "purge off 
Benign , if so it please thee, my mind's film."8 

" N o n e c a n usurp this height ," return'd that shade, 
"But those to whom the miseries of the world 
Are misery, and will not let them rest. 

150 All else who find a haven in the world, 
W h e r e they may thoughtless sleep away their days, 
If by a c h a n c e into this fane° they come, temple 
Rot on the pavement where thou rotted'st h a l f . " 9 — 
"Are there not thousands in the world," said I, 

155 Encourag'd by the sooth1 voice of the shade, 
" W h o love their fellows even to the death; 
W h o feel the giant agony of the world; 
And more, like slaves to poor humanity, 
Labour for mortal good? I sure should see 

160 O t h e r men here: but I am here a lone . " 
"They whom thou spak'st of are no vision'ries," 
Rejoin'd that v o i c e — " T h e y are no dreamers weak, 
They seek no wonder but the human face ; 
No music but a happy-noted v o i c e — 

165 They c o m e not here, they have no thought to c o m e — 
And thou art here, for thou art less than they. 
W h a t benefit canst thou do, or all thy tribe, 
To the great world? T h o u art a dreaming thing; 
A fever of thyself—think of the earth; 

170 W h a t bliss even in hope is there 0 for thee? on Earth 
W h a t haven? Every creature hath its home; 
Every sole man hath days of joy and pain, 
W h e t h e r his labours be sublime or l o w — 
T h e pain alone; the joy alone; distinct: 

175 Only the dreamer venoms all his days, 
Bearing more woe than all his sins deserve. 
Therefore , that happiness be somewhat shar'd, 
S u c h things as thou art are admitted oft 
Into like gardens thou didst pass erewhile, 

iHo And suffer'd in° these temples; for that cause allowed to enter 
T h o u standest safe beneath this statue's knees . " 
"That I am favored for unworthiness, 
By such propitious parley medicin'd 
In sickness not ignoble, I rejoice, 

its accoutcrments, Keats deliberately mingles 
Hebrew, Christian, and pagan elements to repre-
sent the poet's passage through the stage repre-
sented by all religions, wrhich are "dreams" made 
into the creed for "a sect" (lines 1—1 8). 
7. I.e., you have postponed the time when you will 
be judged. 
8. Cf. Milton's plea, following his account of his 

blindness, for a celestial light that might "Shine 
inward": "Irradiate, there plant eyes, all mist from 
thence / Purge and disperse, that I may see and tell 
/ Of things invisible to mortal sight" (Paradise Lost 
3 .52 -54) . 
9. I.e., where you halfway rotted. 
1. Soothing, also truth-telling. 
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185 Aye, and could weep for love of such award." 
So answer'd I, continuing, "If it please, 
Majestic shadow, tell me: sure not all2 

Those melodies sung into the world's ear 
Are useless: sure a poet is a sage; 

190 A humanist, physician to all men. 
That I am none I feel, as vultures feel 
They are no birds when eagles are abroad. 
What am I then? Thou spakest of my tribe: 
What tribe?"—The tall shade veil'd in drooping white 

195 Then spake, so much more earnest, that the breath 
Mov'd the thin linen folds that drooping hung 
About a golden censer from the hand 
Pendent.—"Art thou not of the dreamer tribe? 
The poet and the dreamer are distinct, 

200 Diverse, sheer opposite, antipodes. 
The one pours out a balm upon the world, 
The other vexes it." Then shouted I 
Spite of myself, and with a Pythia's spleen,3 

"Apollo! faded, far flown Apollo! 
205 Where is thy misty pestilence4 to creep 

Into the dwellings, through the door crannies, 
Of all mock lyrists, large self worshipers, 
And careless hectorers in proud bad verse.5 

Though I breathe death with them it will be life 
210 To see them sprawl before me into graves.6 

Majestic shadow, tell me where I am: 
Whose altar this; for whom this incense curls: 
What image this, whose face I cannot see, 
For the broad marble knees; and who thou art, 

215 Of accent feminine, so courteous." 
Then the tall shade in drooping linens veil'd 
Spake out, so much more earnest, that her breath 
Stirr'd the thin folds of gauze that drooping hung 
About a golden censer from her hand 

220 Pendent; and by her voice I knew she shed 
Long treasured tears. "This temple sad and lone 
Is all spar'd from the thunder of a war 
Foughten long since by giant hierarchy 

2. Keats's friend Richard Woodhouse, whose 
manuscript copy of the poem is our principal 
source of the text, crossed out lines 187—210with 
the marginal comment next to lines 197—99: "K. 
seems to have intended to erase this & the next 21 
lines." Probably the basis for his opinion is the par-
tial repetition of lines 187 and 194-98 in lines 211 
and 2 1 6 - 2 0 . 
3. With the anger ("spleen") of the Pythia, the 
priestess who served at Delphi as the oracle of 
Apollo, the god of poetry. 
4. Apollo was a sender of plagues, as well as the 
inspirer of prophecy and poetry. He was also the 
god of medicine. Keats's medical studies gave him 
special reason to be interested in this figure and 
the roles he combined. 
5. This has been conjectured as referring to 
Byron, or else to several contemporaries, including 

Shelley and Wordsworth. But the poetic types, not 
individuals, are what matter to Keats's argument. 
6. In lines 147—210 we find a series of progressive 
distinctions: (1) between humanitarians who feel 
for "the miseries of the world" and people who are 
"thoughtless" sleepers (lines 147-53) ; (2) within 
the class of humanitarians, between those who 
actively "benefit . . . the great world" and the poets 
who are "vision'ries" and "dreamers" (lines 161— 
69); (3) and within the class of poets, between 
those who are merely dreamers and those who are 
sages and healers (lines 187—202). As in the col-
loquy between Asia and Demogorgon (see Shelley's 
Prometheus Unbound 2 .4 .1 -128 , p. 802), the 
interchange here may be taken to represent, in 
dramatized form, a process of inner analysis and 
self-discovery on the part of the questing poet. 
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Against rebellion: this old image here, 
225 Whose carved features wrinkled as he fell, 

Is Saturn's;7 I, Moneta, left supreme 
Sole priestess of his desolation."— 
I had no words to answer; for my tongue, 
Useless, could find about its roofed home 

230 No syllable of a fit majesty 
To make rejoinder to Moneta's mourn. 
There was a silence while the altar's blaze 
Was fainting for sweet food: I look'd thereon 
And on the paved floor, where nigh were pil'd 

235 Faggots of cinnamon, and many heaps 
Of other crisped spice-wood—then again 
I look'd upon the altar and its horns 
Whiten'd with ashes, and its lang'rous flame, 
And then upon the offerings again; 

240 And so by turns—till sad Moneta cried, 
"The sacrifice is done, but not the less 
Will I be kind to thee for thy good will. 
My power, which to me is still a curse, 
Shall be to thee a wonder; for the scenes 

245 Still swooning vivid through my globed brain 
With an electral changing misery 
Thou shalt with those dull mortal eyes behold, 
Free from all pain, if wonder pain thee not." 
As near as an immortal's sphered words 

250 Could to a mother's soften, were these last: 
But yet I had a terror of her robes, 
And chiefly of the veils, that from her brow 
Hung pale, and curtain'd her in mysteries 
That made my heart too small to hold its blood. 

255 This saw that Goddess, and with sacred hand 
Parted the veils. Then saw I a wan face, 
Not pin'd° by human sorrows, but bright blanch'd exhausted 
By an immortal sickness which kills not; 
It works a constant change, which happy death 

260 Can put no end to; deathwards progressing 
To no death was that visage; it had pass'd 
The lily and the snow; and beyond these 
I must not think now, though I saw that face— 
But for her eyes I should have fled away. 

265 They held me back, with a benignant light, 
Soft mitigated by divinest lids 
Half closed, and visionless° entire they seem d blind 
Of all external things—they saw me not, 
But in blank splendor beam'd like the mild moon, 

270 Who comforts those she sees not, who knows not 
What eyes are upward cast. As I had found 
A grain of gold upon a mountain's side, 
And twing'd with avarice strain'd out my eyes 
To search its sullen entrails rich with ore, 

7. Cf. the "shattered visage" of the fallen statue in Shelley's "Ozymandias" (p. 768). 
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275 So at the view of sad Moneta 's brow, 
I ached to see what things the hollow brain 
Behind enwombed: what high tragedy 
In the dark secret chambers of her skull 
W a s acting, that could give so dread a stress 

280 To her cold lips, and fill with such a light 
Her planetary eyes; and touch her voice 
Wi th such a sorrow. " S h a d e of Memory! " 
Cried I, with act adorant at her feet , 
"By all the gloom hung round thy fallen house, 

285 By this last temple, by the golden age, 
By great Apollo, thy dear foster child, 
And by thy self, forlorn divinity, 
T h e pale Omega" of a wilher'd race, 
Let me behold, according as thou said'st, 

290 W h a t in thy brain so ferments to and f r o . " — 
No sooner had this conjurat ion pass'd 
My devout lips, than side by side we stood, 
(Like a stunt bramble by a solemn pine) 
Deep in the shady sadness of a vale,9 

295 F a r sunken from the healthy breath of morn, 
Far from the fiery noon, and eve's one star. 
Onward I look'd beneath the gloomy boughs, 
And saw, what first I thought an image huge, 
Like to the image pedestal'd so high 

3oo In Saturn's temple. T h e n Moneta ' s voice 

C a m e brief upon mine e a r , — " S o Saturn sat 
W h e n he had lost his r e a l m s . " — W h e r e o n there grew 
A power within me of enormous ken,° range of vision 
To see as a God sees, and take the depth 

305 Of things as nimbly as the outward eye 
C a n size and shape pervade. T h e lofty theme 
At those few words hung vast before my mind, 
W i t h hall unravel'd web. I set mysell 
Upon an eagle's watch, that I might see, 

310 And seeing ne 'er forget. No stir of life 
W a s in this shrouded vale, not so m u c h air 
As in the zoning0 of a summer's day course 
Robs not one light seed from the feather'd grass, 
But where the deaf leaf fell there did it rest: 

3 1 5 A stream went voiceless by, still deaden'd more 
By reason of the fallen divinity 
Spreading more shade: the Naiad0 mid her reeds water nymph 
Press'd her cold finger c loser to her lips. 
Along the margin sand large footmarks went 

320 No farther than to where old Saturn's feet 
Had rested, and there slept, how long a sleep! 
Degraded, cold, upon the sodden ground 

8. Tilt- final letter of the Greek alphabet. 
9. This had been the opening line of the original 
Hyperion. The rest of the poem is a revised version 
of part of that first narrative, with the poet now 

represented as allowed to envision the course ol 
events that Moneta recalls in her memory (lines 
282, 2 8 9 - 9 0 ) . 
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His old right hand lay nerveless, listless, dead, 
Unsceptred; and his realmless1 eyes were clos'd, 

325 Whi le his bow'd head seem'd listening to the Earth, 
His antient mother, 2 for some comfort yet. 

It seem'd no force could wake him from his place; 
But there came one who with a kindred hand 
Touch 'd his wide shoulders, after bending low 

330 With reverence, though to one who knew it not. 
T h e n came the griev'd voice of Mnemosyne , 3 

And griev'd I hearken'd. "That divinity 
W h o m thou saw'st step from yon forlornest wood, 
And with slow pace approach our fallen King, 

335 Is T h e a , 4 softest-natur'd of our brood." 
I mark'd the goddess in fair statuary 
Surpassing wan M o n e t a by the head,5 

And in her sorrow nearer woman's tears. 
T h e r e was a listening fear in her regard, 

340 As if calamity had but begun; 
As if the vanward clouds6 of evil days 
Had spent their malice, and the sullen rear 
W a s with its stored thunder labouring up. 
O n e hand she press'd upon that aching spot 

345 W h e r e beats the human heart; as if jus t there, 
Though an immortal , she felt cruel pain; 
T h e other upon Saturn's bended n e c k 
S h e laid, and to the level of his hollow ear 
Leaning, with parted lips, some words she spake 

350 In solemn tenor and deep organ tune; 
S o m e mourning words, which in our feeble tongue 
W o u l d c o m e in this-like accent ing; how frail 
To that large utterance of the early G o d s ! — 
"Saturn! look up—and for what, poor lost King?7 

355 I have no comfort for thee, n o — n o t one: 
I cannot cry, Wherefore thus steepest thou? 
For heaven is parted from thee, and the earth 
Knows thee not, so afflicted, for a God; 
And ocean too, with all its solemn noise, 

360 Has from thy sceptre pass'd, and all the air 
Is emptied of thine hoary majesty. 
Thy thunder, captious 0 at the new command, quarrelsome 
Rumbles reluctant o'er our fallen house; 
And thy sharp lightning in unpracticed hands 

365 Scorches and burns our once serene domain. 

1. Saturn's eyes, when open, express the fact that 
he has lost his realm. 
2. Saturn and the other Titans were the children 
of heaven and Earth. 
3. As in 2.50, Keats substitutes for "Moneta" the 
"Mnemosyne" of the first Hyperion. This may be a 
slip but more likely indicates an alternative name 
for Moneta, in her role as participant in, as well as 
commentator on, the tragic action. 

4. Sister and wife of Hyperion. 
5. I.e., Thea was a head taller than Moneta. 
6. The front line of clouds. 
7. Keats several times recalls King Lear in repre-
senting the condition of Saturn. Keats's contem-
poraries may have thought, too, of George III, mad, 
blind, and dethroned by his son, who had become 
prince regent. 
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With such remorseless speed still come new woes 
That unbelief has not a space to breathe.8 

Saturn, sleep on:—Me thoughtless,9 why should I 
Thus violate thy slumbrous solitude? 

370 Why should I ope thy melancholy eyes? 
Saturn, sleep on, while at thy feet I weep." 

As when, upon a tranced summer night, 
Forests, branch-charmed by the earnest stars,1 

Dream, and so dream all night, without a noise, 
375 Save from one gradual solitary gust, 

Swelling upon the silence; dying off; 
As if the ebbing air had but one wave; 
So came these words, and went; the while in tears 
She press'd her fair large forehead to the earth, 

380 Just where her fallen hair might spread in curls, 
A soft and silken mat for Saturn's feet. 
Long, long, those two were postured motionless, 
Like sculpture builded up upon the grave 
Of their own power. A long awful time 

385 I look'd upon them; still they were the same; 
The frozen God still bending to the earth, 
And the sad Goddess weeping at his feet; 
Moneta silent. Without stay or prop 
But my own weak mortality, I bore 

390 The load of this eternal quietude, 
The unchanging gloom, and the three fixed shapes 
Ponderous upon my senses a whole moon. 
For by my burning brain I measured sure 
Her silver seasons shedded on the night, 

395 And every day by day methought I grew 
More gaunt and ghostly. Oftentimes I pray'd 
Intense, that death would take me from the vale 
And all its burthens. Gasping with despair 
Of change, hour after hour I curs'd myself: 

400 Until old Saturn rais'd his faded eyes, 
And look'd around, and saw his kingdom gone, 
And all the gloom and sorrow of the place, 
And that fair kneeling Goddess at his feet. 
As the moist scent of flowers, and grass, and leaves 

405 Fills forest dells with a pervading air 
Known to the woodland nostril, so the words 
Of Saturn fill'd the mossy glooms around, 
Even to the hollows of time-eaten oaks, 
And to the windings in the foxes' hole, 

410 With sad low tones, while thus he spake, and sent 
Strange musings to the solitary Pan. 

8. That disbelief has not an instant to catch its 
breath. 
9. I.e., how thoughtless I am! 
1. The grander version in the first Hyperion, 

1.72ff., reads: "As when, upon a tranced summer-
night / Those green-rob'd senators of mighty 
woods, / Tall oaks, branch-charmed by the earnest 
stars, / Dream." 
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"Moan, brethren, moan; for we are swallow'd up 
And buried from all godlike exercise 
Of influence benign on planets pale, 

415 And peaceful sway above man's harvesting, 
And all those acts which deity supreme 
Doth ease its heart of love in. Moan and wail. 
Moan, brethren, moan; for lo! the rebel spheres 
Spin round, the stars their antient courses keep, 

420 Clouds still with shadowy moisture haunt the earth, 
Still suck their fill of light from sun and moon, 
Still buds the tree, and still the sea-shores murmur. 
There is no death in all the universe, 
No smell of death—there shall be death2—Moan, moan, 

425 Moan, Cybele,3 moan, for thy pernicious babes 
Have chang'd a God into a shaking palsy. 
Moan, brethren, moan; for I have no strength left, 
Weak as the reed—weak—feeble as my voice— 
O, O, the pain, the pain of feebleness. 

430 Moan, moan; for still I thaw—or give me help: 
Throw down those imps4 and give me victory. 
Let me hear other groans, and trumpets blown 
Of triumph calm, and hymns of festival 
From the gold peaks of heaven's high piled clouds; 

435 Voices of soft proclaim,0 and silver stir proclamation 
Of strings in hollow shells; and let there be 
Beautiful things made new for the surprize 
Of the sky children."—So he feebly ceas'd, 
With such a poor and sickly sounding pause, 

440 Methought I heard some old man of the earth 
Bewailing earthly loss; nor could my eyes 
And ears act with that pleasant unison of sense 
Which marries sweet sound with the grace of form, 
And dolorous accent from a tragic harp 

445 With large limb'd visions.5 More I scrutinized: 
Still fix'd he sat beneath the sable trees, 
Whose arms spread straggling in wild serpent forms, 
With leaves all hush'd: his awful presence there 
(Now all was silent) gave a deadly lie 

450 To what I erewhile heard: only his lips 
Trembled amid the white curls of his beard. 
They told the truth, though, round, the snowy locks 
Hung nobly, as upon the face of heaven 
A midday fleece of clouds. Thea arose 

455 And stretch'd her white arm through the hollow dark, 
Pointing some whither: whereat he too rose 
Like a vast giant seen by men at sea 
To grow pale from the waves at dull midnight.6 

2. The passing of the Saturnian golden age (par-
alleled by Keats with the fable of the loss of Eden) 
has introduced suffering, and will also introduce 
death. 
3. The wife of Saturn and mother of the Olympian 
gods, who have overthrown their parents. 

4. I.e., his rebellious children, the Titans. 
5. I.e., the narrator could not attach this speech, 
like that of a feebly complaining old mortal, to the 
visible form of the large-limbed god who uttered it. 
6. I.e., like a giant who is seen at sea to emerge, 
pale, from the waves. 
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They melted from my sight into the woods: 
460 Ere I could turn, Moneta cried—"These twain 

Are speeding to the families of grief, 
Where roof'd in by black rocks they waste in pain 
And darkness for no hope."—And she spake on, 
As ye may read who can unwearied pass 

465 Onward from the ant ichamber 0 of this dream, entry room 
Where even at the open doors awhile 
I must delay, and glean my memory 
Of her high phrase: perhaps no further dare. 

Canto 2 
"Mortal, that thou may'st understand aright, 
I humanize my sayings to thine ear, 
Making comparisons of earthly things; 7 

Or thou might'st better listen to the wind, 
5 Whose language is to thee a barren noise, 

Though it blows legend-laden through the trees. 
In melancholy realms big tears are shed, 
More sorrow like to this, and such-like woe, 
Too huge for mortal tongue, or pen of scribe, 

io The Titans fierce, self-hid, or prison-bound, 
Groan for the old allegiance once more, 
Listening in their doom for Saturn's voice. 
But one of our whole eagle-brood still keeps 
His sov'reignty, and rule, and majesty; 

is Blazing Hyperion on his orbed fire 
Still sits, still snuffs the incense teeming up 
From man to the Sun's God: yet unsecure; 
For as upon the earth dire prodigies 8 

Fright and perplex, so also shudders he: 
20 Nor at dog's howl, or gloom-bird's even screech, 

Or the familiar visitings of one 
Upon the first toll of his passing bell: 9 

But horrors portion'd 0 to a giant nerve proportioned. 
Make great Hyperion ache. His palace bright, 

25 Bastion'd with pyramids of glowing gold, 
And touch'd with shade of bronzed obelisks, 
Glares a blood red through all the thousand courts, 
Arches, and domes, and fiery galeries: 
And all its curtains of Aurorian clouds 

so Flush angerly: when he would taste the wreaths 
Of incense breath'd aloft from sacred hills, 
Instead of sweets, his ample palate takes 
Savour of poisonous brass, and metals sick. 

7. Cf. ihe angel Raphael's words as he begins to 
recount to Adam the history of the rebellion in 
heaven: "what surmounts the reach / Of human 
sense, I shall delineate so, / By lik'ning spiritual to 
corporal forms" (Paradise Lost 5.571—73). 
8. Terrifying omens. 
9. Lines 20—22 might be paraphrased: "Not, how-

ever, at such portents as a dog's howl or the eve-
ning screech of the owl or with the well-known 
feelings ['visitings'] of someone when he hears the 
first stroke of his own death knell." It had been the 
English custom to ring the church bell when a per-
son was close to death, to invite hearers to pray for 
his departing soul. 
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Wherefore when harbour'd in the sleepy west, 
35 After the full completion of fair day, 

For rest divine upon exalted couch 
And slumber in the arms of melody, 
He paces through the pleasant hours of ease, 
With strides colossal, on from hall to hall; 

40 While, far within each aisle and deep recess, 
His winged minions" in close clusters stand follmvers 
Amaz'd, and full of fear; like anxious men 
Who on a wide plain gather in sad troops, 
When earthquakes jar their battlements and towers. 

45 Even now, while Saturn, rous'd from icy trance, 
Goes, step for step, with Thea from yon woods, 
Hyperion, leaving twilight in the rear, 
Is sloping to the threshold of the west. 
Thither we tend."—Now in clear light I stood, 

50 Reliev'd from the dusk vale. Mnemosyne 
Was sitting on a square edg'd polish'd stone, 
That in its lucid depth reflected pure 
Her priestess-garments. My quick eyes ran on 
From stately nave to nave, from vault to vault, 

55 Through bowers of fragrant and enwreathed light, 
And diamond paved lustrous long arcades. 
Anon rush'd by the bright Hyperion; 
His flaming robes stream'd out beyond his heels, 
And gave a roar, as if of earthly fire, 

60 That scar'd away the meek ethereal hours 
And made their dove-wings tremble: on he flared 1 

July-Sept . 1819 1857 

This living hand, now warm and capable1 

This living hand, now warm and capable 
Of earnest grasping, would, if it were cold 
And in the icy silence of the tomb, 
So haunt thy days and chill thy dreaming nights 

5 That thou would wish thine own heart dry of blood, 
So in my veins red life might stream again, 
And thou be conscience-calm'd. See, here it is— 
I hold it towards you. 

1819 1898 

1. The manuscript breaks off at this point. 
1. These lines, first published in H. B. Forman's 
edition of Keats's poems in 1898, were written on 
a sheet that later formed part of the draft of Keats's 
unfinished satire The Jealoiisies. They have been a 
key text in late-20th-century critical and theoreti-
cal discussions of interpretation. Readings range 
from the personal and autobiographical—Keats 
addressing a loved one (Fanny Brawne) or his post-

humous readers (e.g., users of this Norton anthol-
ogy)—to the fictionalized and dramatic (e.g., a 
fragment of a speech intended for the deranged 
Ludolph toward the end of Keats's and Charles 
Brown's never-produced tragedy Otho the Great). 
In their lyric character the lines are included in 
anthologies of love poetry. In their dramatic char-
acter they are described by critics as, for example, 
"ghoulishly aggressive." 
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