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…  
The principal object, then, which I proposed to myself in these Poems was to chuse 
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 situations interesting by tracing 
in them, truly though not ostentatiously, the primary laws of our nature: chiefly, as 
far as regards the manner in which we associate ideas in a state of excitement. Low 
and rustic life was generally chosen, because in that 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, consequently, may be more accurately contemplated, and more 
forcibly communicated; because the manners of rural life germinate from those 
elementary feelings; and, from the necessary character of rural occupations, are 
more easily comprehended, and are more durable; and lastly, because in that 
condition 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 substituted for it by Poets, who think that 
they are conferring honour upon  themselves and their art, in proportion as they 
separate themselves from the sympathies of men, and indulge in arbitrary and 
capricious habits of expression, in order  to furnish food for fickle tastes, and fickle 
appetites, of their own creation.   
  I cannot, however, be insensible of the present outcry against the triviality 
and meanness both of thought and language, which some of my contemporaries 
have  occasionally introduced into their metrical compositions; and I acknowledge, 
that this defect, where it exists, is more dishonorable to the Writer's own character 
than  false 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 bas 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 relation 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 feelings 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 connection with each other, that the 
understanding of the being  to whom we address ourselves, if he be in a healthful 
state of association, must necessarily be in some degree enlightened, and his 
affections ameliorated.   

I have said that each of these poems has a purpose. I have also informed my 
Reader what this purpose will be found principally to be: namely to illustrate the 
manner  in which our feelings and ideas are associated in a state of excitement. But, 
speaking in language somewhat more appropriate, it is to follow the fluxes and 
refluxes of  the mind when agitated by the great and simple affections of our nature. 
This object I have endeavoured in these short essays to attain by various means; by 
tracing  the maternal passion through many of its more subtle 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  impassioned feelings, as in the TWO APRIL MORNINGS, THE 
FOUNTAIN, THE OLD MAN TRAVELLING, THE TWO THIEVES, &c. 
characters of which  the elements are simple, belonging rather to nature than to 
manners, such as exist now, and will probably always exist, and which from their 
constitution may be  distinctly and profitably contemplated. I will not abuse the 
indulgence of my Reader by dwelling longer upon this subject; but it is proper that 
I should mention one  other circumstance which distinguishes these Poems from 



the popular Poetry of the day; it is this, that the feeling therein developed gives 
importance to the action and  situation, and not the action and situation to the 
feeling. My meaning will be rendered perfectly intelligible by referring my Reader 
to the Poems entitled POOR  SUSAN and the CHILDLESS FATHER, particularly 
to the last Stanza of the latter Poem.   

I will not suffer a sense of false modesty to prevent me from asserting, that 
I point my Reader's attention to this mark of distinction, far less for the sake of 
these  particular Poems than from the general importance of the subject. The 
subject is indeed important! For the human mind is capable of being excited 
without the  application of gross and violent stimulants; and he must have a very 
faint perception of its beauty and dignity who does not know this, and who does 
not further  know, that one being is elevated above another, in proportion as he 
possesses this capability. It has therefore appeared to me, that to endeavour to 
produce or  enlarge this capability is one of the best services in which, at any 
period, a Writer can be engaged; but this service, excellent at all times, is 
especially so at the present  day. For a multitude of causes, unknown to former 
times, are now acting with a combined force to blunt the discriminating powers of 
the mind, and unfitting it for all  voluntary exertion to reduce it to a state of almost 
savage torpor. The most effective of these causes are the great national events 
which are daily taking place, and  the encreasing accumulation of men in cities, 
where the uniformity of their occupations produces a craving for extraordinary 
incident, which the rapid communication  of intelligence hourly gratifies. To this 
tendency of life and manners the literature and theatrical exhibitions of the country 
have conformed themselves. The invaluable  works of our elder writers, I had 
almost said the works of Shakespeare and Milton, are driven into neglect by frantic 
novels, sickly and stupid German Tragedies,  and deluges of idle and extravagant 
stories in verse. When I think upon this degrading thirst after outrageous 
stimulation, I am almost ashamed to have spoken of the  feeble effort with which I 
have endeavoured to counteract it; and, reflecting upon the magnitude of the 
general evil, I should be oppressed with no dishonorable  melancholy, had I not a 
deep impression of certain inherent and indestructible qualities of the human mind, 
and likewise of certain powers in the great and permanent  objects that act upon it 
which are equally inherent and indestructible; and did I not further add to this 
impression a belief, that the time is approaching when the evil  will be 
systematically opposed, by men of greater powers, and with far more distinguished 
success.   
…  
Taking up the subject, then, upon general grounds, I ask what is meant by the word 
Poet? What is a Poet? To whom does he address himself? And what language is  to 
be expected from him? He is a man speaking to men: a man, it is true, endued with 
more lively sensibility, more enthusiasm and tenderness, who has a 
greater  knowledge of human nature, and a more comprehensive soul, than are 
supposed to be common among mankind; a man pleased with his own passions and 
volitions,  and who rejoices more than other men in the spirit of life that is in him; 



delighting to contemplate similar volitions and passions as manifested in the 
goings-on of the  Universe, and habitually impelled to create them where he does 
not find them. To these qualities he has added a disposition to be affected more 
than other men by  absent things as if they were present; an ability of conjuring up 
in himself passions, which are indeed far from being the same as those produced 
by real events, yet  (especially in those parts of the general sympathy which are 
pleasing and delightful) do more nearly resemble the passions produced by real 
events, than any thing  which, from the motions of their own minds merely, other 
men are accustomed to feel in themselves; whence, and from practice, he has 
acquired a greater readiness  and power in expressing what he thinks and feels, and 
especially those thoughts and feelings which, by his own choice, or from the 
structure of his own mind, arise in  him without immediate external excitement.  
  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 altogether 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 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 disgusting in the passion; he will feel that there is no 
necessity to trick out or to  elevate nature: and, the more industriously he applies 
this principle, the deeper will be his faith that no words, which his fancy or 
imagination can suggest, will be to be  compared with those which are the 
emanations of reality and truth.   
  But it may be said by those who do not object to the general spirit of these 
remarks, that, as it is impossible for the Poet to produce upon all occasions 
language as  exquisitely fitted for the passion as that which the real passion itself 
suggests, it is proper that he should consider himself as in the situation of a 
translator, who deems  himself justified when he substitutes excellences of another 
kind for those which are unattainable by him; and endeavours occasionally to 
surpass his original, in order  to make some amends for the general inferiority to 
which he feels that he must submit. But this would be to encourage idleness and 
unmanly despair. Further, it is the  language of men who speak of what they do not 
understand; who talk of Poetry as of a matter of amusement and idle pleasure; who 
will converse with us as gravely  about a taste for Poetry, as they express it, as if it 
were a thing as indifferent as a taste for Rope-dancing, or Frontiniac or Sherry. 



Aristotle, I have been told, hath  said, that Poetry is the most philosophic of all 
writing: it is so: its object is truth, not individual and local, but general, and 
operative; not standing upon external  testimony, but carried alive into the heart by 
passion; truth which is its own testimony, which gives strength and divinity to the 
tribunal to which it appeals, and  receives them from the same tribunal. Poetry is 
the image of man and nature. The obstacles which stand in the way of the fidelity 
of the Biographer and Historian, and  of their consequent utility, are incalculably 
greater than those which are to be encountered by the Poet, who has an adequate 
notion of the dignity of his art. The Poet  writes under one restriction only, namely, 
that of the necessity of giving immediate pleasure to a human Being possessed of 
that information which may be expected  from him, not as a lawyer, a physician, a 
mariner, an astronomer or a natural philosopher, but as a Man. Except this one 
restriction, there is no object standing  between the Poet and the image of things; 
between this, and the Biographer and Historian there are a thousand.   

Nor let this necessity of producing immediate pleasure be considered as a 
degradation of the Poet's art. It is far otherwise. It is an acknowledgment of the 
beauty of  the universe, an acknowledgment the more sincere because it is not 
formal, but indirect; it is a task light and easy to him who looks at the world in the 
spirit of love:  further, it is a homage paid to the native and naked dignity of man, 
to the grand elementary principle of pleasure, by which he knows, and feels, and 
lives, and moves.  We have no sympathy but what is propagated by pleasure: I 
would not be misunderstood; but wherever we sympathize 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 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 knowledge. What then does the Poet? He 
considers man and the objects that surround 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 
sympathies in which without any other discipline than that of our daily life we are 
fitted to take  delight, the Poet principally directs his attention. He considers man 
and nature as essentially adapted to each other, and the mind of man as naturally 
the mirror of the  fairest and most interesting qualities of nature. And thus the Poet, 
prompted by this feeling of pleasure which accompanies him through the whole 



course of his  studies, converses with general nature with affections akin to those, 
which, through labour and length of time, the Man of Science has raised up in 
himself, by  conversing with those particular parts of nature which are the objects 
of his studies. The knowledge both of the Poet and the Man of Science is pleasure; 
but the  knowledge of the one cleaves to us as a necessary part of our existence, 
our natural and unalienable inheritance; the other is a personal and individual 
acquisition,  slow to come to us, and by no habitual and direct sympathy 
connecting us with our fellow- beings. The Man of Science seeks truth as a remote 
and unknown  benefactor; he cherishes and loves it in his solitude: the Poet, 
singing a song in which all human beings join with him, rejoices in the presence of 
truth as our visible  friend and hourly companion. Poetry is the breath and finer 
spirit of all knowledge; it is the impassioned expression which is in the 
countenance of all Science.  Emphatically may it be said of the Poet, as 
Shakespeare hath said of man, "that he looks before and after." He is the rock of 
defence of human nature; an upholder  and preserver, carrying every where 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 objects of the Science itself. The remotest 
discoveries of the Chemist, the Botanist, or  Mineralogist, will be as proper objects 
of the Poet's art as any upon which it can be employed, if the time should ever 
come when these things shall be familiar to us,  and the relations under which they 
are contemplated by the followers of these respective Sciences shall be manifestly 
and palpably material to us as enjoying and  suffering beings. If the time should 
ever come when what is now called Science, thus familiarized to men, shall be 
ready to put on, as it were, a form of flesh and  blood, the Poet will lend his divine 
spirit to aid the transfiguration, and will welcome the Being thus produced, as a 
dear and genuine inmate of the household of man.  It is not, then, to be supposed 
that any one, who holds that sublime notion of Poetry which I have attempted to 
convey, will break in upon the sanctity and truth of his  pictures by transitory and 
accidental ornaments, and endeavour to excite admiration of himself by arts, the 
necessity of which must manifestly depend upon the  assumed meanness of his 
subject.   
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