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John Stuart Mill
1806 — 1873

ohn Stuart Mill was born in London and was educated

at home by his father, James Mill. He began studying
Greek at the age of three, and before entering his teens he
was intensely involved with the study of calculus, political
economy, and logic. In 1820-21 he lived in France,
attending university lectures at Montpellier. When he
returned to London, he joined his father in the Examiner’s
Office of the East India Company which, like his father,
he eventually headed. Mill was one of the leading British
philosophers of the nineteenth century. His works include

“What is Poetry?”"

t has often been asked, what is poetry? And many
and various are the answers which have been
returned. The vulgarest of all—one with which no
person possessed of the faculties to which poetry
addresses itself can ever have been satisfied—is that
which confounds poetry with metrical composition:
yet to this wretched mockery of a definition, many
have been led back, by the failure of all their attempts
to find any other that would distinguish what they
have been accustomed to call poetry, from much
which they have known only under other names.
That, however, the word poetry does import
something quite peculiar in its nature, something
which may exist in what is called prose as well as in
verse, something which does not even require the
instrument of words, but can speak, through those
other audible symbols called musical sounds, and
even through the visible ones, which are the language
of sculpture, painting, and architecture; all this, as we
believe, is and must be felt, though perhaps indis-
tinctly, by all upon whom poetry in any of its shapes

! first published in January 1833, in the Monthly Repository. This, and
the article which follows, were signed “Antiquus.” They were revised and
published together in 1867 under the title “Poetry and Its Varieties.”
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the two-volume System of Logic (1843), Principles of
Political Economy (1848), On Liberty (1859), Utilitarian-
1sm (1863), and The Subjection of Women (1869). Raised
by his father to believe in the Benthamite principles of
Utilitarianism, Mill later realized that such a rationalistic
upbringing sorely neglected emotional development (see
his Autobiography [1873]). In “What is Poetry?” (1833),
Mill argues for the importance of poetry, which appeals to
the senses, in contrast to science, which addresses belief.

COCN

produces any impression beyond that of tickling the
ear. To the mind, poetry is either nothing, or it is the
better part of all art whatever, and of real life too; and
the distinction between poetry and whart is not
poetry, whether explained or not, is felt to be funda-
mental.

Where everyone feels a difference, a difference
there must be. All other appearance may be falla-
cious, but the appearance of a difference is itself a real
difference. Appearances too, like other things, must
have a cause, and that which can cause anything, even
an illusion, must be a reality. And hence, while a
half-philosophy disdains the classifications and
distinctions indicated by popular language, philoso-
phy carried to its highest point may frame new ones,
but never sets aside the old, content with correcting
and regularizing them. It cuts fresh channels for
thought, but it does not fill up such as it finds ready-
made, but traces, on the contrary, more deeply,
broadly, and distinctly, those into which the current
has spontaneously flowed.

Let us then attempt, in the way of modest in-
quiry, not to coerce and confine nature within the
bounds of an arbitrary definition, but rather to find
the boundaries which she herself has set, and erecta
barrier round them; not calling mankind to account
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for having misapplied the word poetry, but attempt-
ing to clear up to them the conception which they
already attach to it, and to bring before their minds
as a distinct principle that which, as a vague feeling,
has really guided them in their actual employment of
the term.

The object of poetry is confessedly to act upon
the emotions; and therein is poetry sufficiently
distinguished from what Wordsworth affirms to be
its logical opposite, namely, not prose, but matter of
fact or science.' The one addresses itself to the belief,
the other to the feelings. The one does its work by
convincing or persuading, the other by moving. The
one acts by presenting a proposition to the under-
standing, the other by offering interesting objects of
contemplation to the sensibilities.

This, however, leaves us very far from a definition
of poetry. We have distinguished it from one thing,
but we are bound to distinguish it from everything.
To present thoughts or images to the mind for the
purpose of acting upon the emotions, does not
belong to poetry alone. It is equally the province (for
example) of the novelist: and yet the faculty of the
poet and the faculty of the novelist are as distinct as
any other two faculties; as the faculty of the novelist
and of the orator, or of the poet and the metaphysi-
cian. The two characters may be united, as characters
the most disparate may; but they have no natural
connection.

Many of the finest poems are in the form of
novels, and in almost all good novels there is true
poetry. But there is a radical distinction between the
interest felt in a novel as such, and the interest excited
by poetry; for the one is derived from incident, the
other from the representation of feeling. In one, the
source of the emotion excited is the exhibition of a
state or states of human sensibility; in the other, of a
series of states of mere outward circumstances. Now,
all minds are capable of being affected more or less by

' in his “Preface” 1o the Lyrical Ballads.
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representations of the latter kind, and all, or almost
all, by those of the former; yet the two sources of
interest correspond to two distinct and (as respects
their greatest development) murually exclusive
characters of mind. So much is the nature of poetry
dissimilar to the nature of fictitious narrative, that to
have a really strong passion for either of the two,
seems to presuppose or to superinduce a comparative
indifference to the other.

At what age is the passion for a story, for almost
any kind of story, merely as a story, the most intense?
In childhood. But that also is the age at which
poetry, even of the simplest description, is least
relished and least understood; because the feelings
with which it is especially conversant are yet undevel-
oped, and not having been even in the slightest
degree experienced, cannot be sympathized with. In
what stage of the progress of society, again, is story-
telling most valued, and the storyteller in greatest
request and honor? In a rude state; like that of the
Tartars and Arabs at this day, and of almost all
nations in the earliest ages. But in this state of society
there is little poetry except ballads, which are mostly
narrative, that is, essentially stories, and derive their
principal interest from the incidents. Considered as
poetry, they are of the lowest and most elementary
kind: the feelings depicted, or rather indicated, are
the simplest our nature has; such joys and griefs as
the immediate pressure of some outward event excites
in rude minds, which live wholly immersed in
outward things, and have never, either from choice or
a force they could not resist, turned themselves to the
contemplation of the world within. Passing now
from childhood, and from the childhood of society,
to the grown-up men and women of this most
grown-up and unchildlike age—the mindsand hearts
of greatest depth and elevation are commonly those
which take greatest delight in poetry; the shallowest
and emptiest, on the contrary, are, by universal
remark, the most addicted to novel reading. This
accords, too, with all analogous experience of human
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nature. The sort of persons whom not merely in
books but in their lives, we find perpetually engaged
in hunting for excitement from without, are invari-
ably those who do not possess, either in the vigor of
their intellectual powers or in the depth of their
sensibilities, that which would enable them to find
ample excitement nearer at home. The same persons
whose time is divided between sightseeing, gossip,
and fashionable dissipation, take a natural delight in
fictitious narrative; the excitement it affords is of the
kind which comes from without. Such persons are
rarely lovers of poetry, though they may fancy them-
selves so, because they relish novels in verse. But
poetry, which is the delineation of the deeper and
more secret workings of the human hearr, is interest-
ing only to those to whom it recalls what they have
felt, or whose imagination it stirs up to conceive what
they could feel, or what they might have been able to
feel, had their outward circumstances been different.

Poetry, when it is really such, is truth; and fiction
also, if it is good for anything, is truth: but they are
different truths. The truth of poetry is to paint the
human soul truly: the truth of fiction is to give a true
picture of life. The two kinds of knowledge are
different, and come by different ways, come mostly
to different persons. Great poets are often prover-
bially ignorant of life. What they know has come by
observation of themselves; they have found there one
highly delicate, and sensitive, and refined specimen of
human nature, on which the laws of human emotion
are written in large characters, such as can be read off
without much study: and other knowledge of man-
kind, such as comes to men of the world by ourward
experience, is not indispensable to them as poets: but
to the novelist such knowledge is all in all; he has to
describe outward things, not the inward man; actions
and events, not feelings; and it will not do for him ro
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be numbered among those who, as Madame Roland
said of Brissot,' know man but not men.

All this is no bar to the possibility of combining
both elements, poetry and narrative or incident, in
the same work, and calling it either a novel or a
poem; but so may red and white combine on the
same human features, or on the same canvas; and so
may oil and vinegar, though opposite natures, blend
together in the same composite taste. There is one
order of composition which requires the union of
poetry and incident, each in its highest kind—the
dramatic. Even there the two elements are perfectly
distinguishable, and may exist of unequal quality,
and in the most various proportion. The incidents of
a dramatic poem may be scant and ineffective,
though the delineation of passion and character may
be of the highest order; as in Goethe’s glorious
Torquato Tasso; or again, the story as a mere story
may be well got up for effect, as is the case with some
of the most trashy productions of the Minerva press:’
it may even be, what those are not, a coherent and
probable series of events, though there be scarcely a
feeling exhibited which is not exhibited falsely, or in
amanner absolutely commonplace. The combination
of the two excellencies is what renders Shakespeare so
generally acceptable, each sort of readers finding in
him what is suitable to their faculties. To the many
he is great as a storyreller, to the few as a poet.

In limiting poetry to the delineation of states of
feeling, and denying the name where nothing is
delineated but outward objects, we may be thought
to have done what we promised to avoid—to have
not found, but made a definition, in opposition to
the usage of the English language, since it is estab-
lished by common consent that there is a poetry
called descriptive. We deny the charge. Description

' Marie Jeanne Phlipon Roland de la Plati¢re, in Appel & Uimpartiale
postérité, 1795,

? publishing house, from 1790 to 1820, of William Lane, a busy caterer
to popular taste.
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is not poetry because there is descriptive poetry, no
more than science is poetry because there is such a
thing as a didactic poem; no more, we might almost
say, than Greek or Latin is poetry because there are
Greek and Latin poems. But an object which admits
of being described, or a truth which may fill a place
in a scientific treatise, may also furnish an occasion
for the generation of poetry, which we thereupon
choose to call descriptive or didactic. The poetry is
not in the object itself, nor in the scientific truth
itself, but in the state of mind in which the one and
the other may be contemplated. The mere delinea-
tion of the dimensions and colors of external objects
is not poetry, no more than a geometrical ground
plan of St. Peter’s or Westminster Abbey is painting.
Descriptive poetry consists, no doubt, in description,
but in description of things as they appear, not as
they are; and it paints them not in their bare and
natural lineaments, but arranged in the colors and
seen through the medium of the imagination set in
action by the feelings. If a poet is to describe a lion,
he will not set about describing him as a naturalist
would, nor even as a traveler would, who was intent
upon stating the truth, the whole truth, and nothing
but the truth. He will describe him by imagery, that
is, by suggesting the most striking likenesses and
contrasts which might occur to a mind contemplat-
ing the lion, in the state of awe, wonder, or terror,
which the spectacle naturally excites, or is, on the
occasion, supposed to excite. Now this is describing
the lion professedly, but the state of excitement of the
spectator really. The lion may be described falsely or
in exaggerated colors, and the poetry be all the better;
but if the human emotion be not painted with the
most scrupulous truth, the poetry is bad poetry, i.e.,
is not poetry at all, but a failure.

Thus far our progress towards a clear view of the
essentials of poetry has brought us very close to the
last two attempts at a definition of poetry which we
happen to have seen in print, both of them by poets
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and men of genius. The one is by Ebenezer Elliott,'
the author of Corn-Law Rhymes, and other poems of
still greater merit. “Poetry,” says he, “is impassioned
truth.” The other is by a writer in Blackwood's Maga-
zine, and comes, we think, still nearer the mark. We
forget his exact words, but in substance he defined
poetry as “man’s thoughts tinged by his feelings.”
There is in either definition a near approximation to
what we are in search of. Every truth which man can
announce, every thought, even every outward impres-
sion, which can enter into his consciousness, may
become poetry when shown through any impas-
sioned medium, when invested with the coloring of
joy, or grief, or pity, or affection, or admiration, or
reverence, or awe, or even hatred or terror: and,
unless so colored, nothing, be it as interesting as it
may, is poetry. But both these definitions fail to
discriminate between poetry and eloquence. Elo-
quence, as well as poetry, is impassioned truth;
eloquence, as well as poetry, is thoughts colored by
the feelings. Yet common apprehension and philo-
sophic criticism alike recognize a distinction between
the two: there is much that everyone would call
eloquence, which no one would think of classing as
poetry. A question will sometimes arise, whether
some particular author is a poet; and those who
maintain the negative commonly allow, that though
not a poet, he is a highly eloquent writer.

The distinction between poetry and eloquence
appears to us to be equally fundamental with the
distinction between poetry and narrative, or between
poetry and description. It is still farther from having
been satisfactorily cleared up than either of the
others, unless, which is highly probable, the German
artists and critics have thrown some light upon it
which has not yet reached us. Without a perfect
knowledge of what they have written, it is something
like presumption to write upon such subjects at all,
and we shall be the foremost to urge that, whatever

' (1781-1849), working-class poet.
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we may be about to submit, may be received, subject
to correction from them.

Poetry and eloquence are both alike the expres-
sion or uttering forth of feeling. But if we may be
excused the seeming affectation of the antithesis, we
should say that eloquence is heard, poetry is over-
heard. Eloquence supposes an audience; the peculiar-
ity of poetry appears to us to lie in the poet’s utter
unconsciousness of a listener. Poetry is feeling con-
fessing itself to itself, in moments of solitude, and
bodying itself forth in symbols which are the nearest
possible representations of the feeling in the exact
shape in which it exists in the poet’s mind. Eloquence
is feeling pouring itself forth to other minds, courting
their sympathy, or endeavoring to influence their
belief, or move them to passion or to action.

All poetry is of the nature of soliloquy. It may be
said that poetry, which is printed on hot-pressed
paper, and sold at a bookseller’s shop, is a soliloquy
in full dress, and upon the stage. But there is nothing
absurd in the idea of such a mode of soliloquizing.
What we have said to ourselves, we may tell to others
afterwards; what we have said or done in solitude, we
may voluntarily reproduce when we know that other
eyes are upon us. But no trace of consciousness that
any eyes are upon us must be visible in the work
itself. The actor knows that there is an audience
present; but if he act as though he knew it, he acts ill.
A poet may write poetry with the intention of pub-
lishing it; he may write it even for the express pur-
pose of being paid for it; that it should be poetry,
being written under any such influences, is far less
probable; not, however, impossible; but not other-
wise possible than if he can succeed in excluding
from his work every vestige of such lookings-forth
into the outward and everyday world, and can express
his feelings exactly as he has felt them in solitude, or
as he feels that he should feel them, though they were
to remain forever unuttered. But when he wrns
round and addresses himself to another person; when
the act of utterance is not itself the end, but a means
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to an end—viz., by the feelings he himself expresses
to work upon the feelings, or upon the belief, or the
will of another—when the expression of his emo-
tions, or of his thoughts, tinged by his emotions, is
tinged also by that purpose, by that desire of making
an impression upon another mind, then it ceases to
be poetry, and becomes eloquence.

Poetry, accordingly, is the natural fruit of solitude
and meditation; eloquence, of intercourse with the
world. The persons who have most feeling of their
own, if intellectual culture have given them a lan-
guage in which to express it, have the highest faculty
of poetry; those who best understand the feelings of
others, are the most eloquent. The persons, and the
nations, who commonly excel in poetry, are those
whose character and tastes render them least depend-
ent for their happiness upon the applause, or sympa-
thy, or concurrence of the world in general. Those to
whom thatapplause, that sympathy, thatconcurrence
are most necessary, generally excel most in eloquence.
And hence, perhaps, the French, who are the least
poetical of all great and refined nations, are among
the most eloquent: the French, also, being the most
sociable, the vainest, and the least self-dependent.

If the above be, as we believe, the true theory of
the distinction commonly admitted between elo-
quence and poetry; or though it be not that, yet if, as
we cannot doubt, the distinction above stated be a
real bona fide distinction, it will be found to hold,
not merely in the language of words, but in all other
language, and to intersect the whole domain of art.

Take, for example, music: we shall find in that
art, so peculiarly the expression of passion, two
perfectly distinct styles; one of which may be called
the poetry, the other the oratory of music. This
difference being seized would put an end to much
musical sectarianism. There has been much conten-
tion whether the character of Rossini’s music—the
music, we mean, which is characteristic of that
composer—is compatible with the expression of
passion. Without doubt, the passion it expresses is
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not the musing, meditative tenderness, or pathos, or
grief of Mozart, the great poet of his art. Yet it is
passion, but garrulous passion—the passion which
pours itself into other ears; and therein the better
calculated for dramatic effect, having a natural
adaptation for dialogue. Mozart also is great in
musical oratory; but his most touching compositions
are in the opposite style—that of soliloquy. Who can
imagine “Dove sono”' heard? We imagine it over-
heard. The same is the case with many of the finest
national airs. Who can hear those words, which speak
so touchingly the sorrows of a mountaineer in exile:

My heart’s in the Highlands—my heart is not
here;

My heart’s in the Highlands, a-chasing the deer,

A-chasing the wild-deer, and following the roe—

My heart’s in the Highlands, wherever I go.

Who can hear those affecting words, married to as
affecting an air, and fancy that he sees the singer?
That song has always seemed to us like the lament of
a prisoner in a solitary cell, ourselves listening,
unseen, in the next. As the direct opposite of this,
take “Scots wha hae wi’ Wallace bled,”? where the
music is as oratorical as the poetry.

Purely pathetic music commonly partakes of
soliloquy. The soul is absorbed in its distress, and
though there may be bystanders, it is not thinking of
them. When the mind is looking within and not
without, its state does not often or rapidly vary; and
hence the even, uninterrupted flow, approaching
almost to monotony, which a good reader, or a good
singer, will give to words or music of a pensive or
melancholy cast. But grief, taking the form of a
prayer, or of a complaint becomes oratorical; no
longer low, and even, and subdued, it assumes a more
emphatic rhythm, a more rapidly returning accent;

! Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, Le Nozze di Figaro.

? two songs by Robert Burns.
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instead of a few slow, equal notes, following one after
another at regular intervals, it crowds note upon
note, and ofttimes assumes a hurry and bustle like
joy. Those who are familiar with some of the best of
Rossini’s serious compositions, such as the air “7z
che i miseri conforti,” in the opera of Tancreds, or the
duet “Ebben per mia memoria,” in La Gazza Ladra,
will at once understand and feel our meaning. Both
are highly tragic and passionate; the passion of both
is that of oratory, not poetry. The like may be said of
that most moving prayer in Beethoven's Fidelio
“Komm, Hoffnung, lass das letzte Stern/Der Miide nicht
erbleicher’”:? in which Madam Devrient, lastsummer,
exhibited such consummate powers of pathetic
expression. How different from Winter’s beautiful
“Paga pii,” the very soul of melancholy exhaling itself
in solitude; fuller of meaning, and, therefore, more
profoundly poetical than the words for which it was
composed—for it seerns to express not simply melan-
choly, but the melancholy of remorse.

If, from vocal music, we now pass to instrumen-
tal, we may have a specimen of musical oratory in
any fine military symphony or march: while the
poetry of music seems to have attained its consum-
mation in Beethoven’s Overture to Egmont. We
question whether so deep an expression of mixed
grandeur and melancholy was ever in any other
instance produced by mere sounds.

In the arts which speak to the eye, the same
distinctions will be found to hold, not only between
poetry and oratory, but between poetry, oratory,
narrative, and simple imitation or description.

Pure description is exemplified in a mere portrait
or a mere landscape—productions of art, it is true,
but of the mechanical rather than of the fine arts,
being works of simple imitation, not creation. We
say, a mere portrait, or a mere landscape, because it
is possible for a portrait or a landscape, without
ceasing to be such, to be also a picture. A portrait by

3 “Come, Hope, do not let the last star of the tired ones fade away.”
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Lawrence, or one of Turner’s views, is not a mere
copy from nature: the one combines with the given
features that particular expression (among all good
and pleasing ones) which those features are most
capable of wearing, and which, therefore, in combi-
nation with them, is capable of producing the great-
est positive beauty. Turner, again, unites the objects
of the given landscape with whatever sky, and what-
ever light and shade, enable those particular objects
to impress the imagination most strongly. In both,
there is creative art—not working after an actual
model, but realizing an idea.

Whatever in painting or sculpture expresses
human feeling, or character, which is only a certain
state of feeling grown habitual, may be called, accord-
ing to circumstances, the poetry or the eloquence of
the painter’s or the sculptor’s art; the poetry, if the
feeling declares itself by such signs as escape from us
when we are unconscious of being seen; the oratory,
if the signs are those we use for the purpose of volun-
tary communication.

The poetry of painting seems to be carried to its
highest perfection in the Peasant Girl of Rembrand,
or in any Madonna or Magdalen of Guido;' that of
sculpture, in almost any of the Greek statues of the
gods; not considering these in respect to the mere
physical beauty, of which they are such perfect
models, not undertaking either to vindicate or to
contest the opinion of philosophers, that even physi-
cal beauty is ultimately resolvable into expression; we
may safely affirm, that in no other of man’s works
did so much of soul ever shine through mere inani-
mate matter.

The narrative style answers to what is called
historical painting, which it is the fashion among
connoisseurs to treat as the climax of the pictorial art.
That it is the most difficult branch of the art, we do
not doubt, because, in its perfection, it includes, in a
manner, the perfection of all the other branches. As

' Guido Renni (1575-1642), Italian painter of sacred objects.
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an epic poem, though, insofar as it is epic (i.e.,
narrative), it is not poetry at all, is yet esteemed the
greatest effort of poetic genius, because there is no
kind whatever of poetry which may notappropriately
find a place in it. But a historical picture, as such,
that is, as the representation of an incident, must
necessarily, as it seems to us, be poor and ineffective.
The narrative powers of painting are extremely
limited. Scarcely any picture, scarcely any series even
of pictures, which we know of, tells its own story
without the aid of an interpreter; you must know the
story beforehand; then, indeed, you may see great
beauty and appropriateness in the painting. But it is
the single figures which, to us, are the great charm
even of a historical picture. It is in these that the
power of the art is really seen: in the attempt to
narrate, visible and permanent signs are far behind
the fugitive audible ones which follow so fast one
after another, while the faces and figures in a narra-
tive picture, even though they be Titian’s, stand still.
Who would not prefer one Virgin and Child of
Raphael, to all the pictures which Rubens, with his
fat, frowzy Dutch Venuses, ever painted? Though
Rubens, besides excelling almost everyone in his
mastery over all the mechanical parts of his art, often
shows real genius in grouping his figures, the peculiar
problem of historical painting. But, then, who,
except a mere student of drawing and coloring, ever
cared to look twice at any of the figures themselves?
The power of painting lies in poetry, of which
Rubens had not the slightest tincture—not in narra-
tive, where he might have excelled.

The single figures, however, in an historical
picture, are rather the eloquence of painting than the
poetry: they mostly (unless they are quite out of place
in the picture) express the feelings of one person as
modified by the presence of others. Accordingly the
minds whose bent leads them rather to eloquence
than to poetry, rush to historical painting. The
French painters, for instance, seldom attempt, be-
cause they could make nothing of, single heads, like
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those glorious ones of the Italian masters, with which
they might glut themselves day after day in their own
Louvre. They must all be historical; and they are,
almost to a man, atcitudinizers. If we wished to give
to any young artist the most impressive warning our
imaginations could devise, against that kind of vicein
the picrorial, which corresponds to rant in the histri-
onic art, we would advise him to walk once up and
once down the gallery of the Luxembourg; even now
when David, the great corrupter of taste, has been
translated from this world to the next, and from the
Luxembourg, consequently, into the more elevated
sphere of the Louvre. Every figure in French painting
or statuary seems to be showing itself off before
spectators: they are in the worst style of corrupted
eloquence, but in no style of poetry at all. The best
are stiff and unnatural; the worst resemble figures of
cataleptic patients. The French artists fancy them-
selves imitators of the classics, yet they seem to have
no understanding and no feeling of that repose which
was the peculiar and pervading character of Grecian
art, until it began to decline: a repose tenfold more
indicative of strength than all their stretching and
straining; for strength, as Thomas Carlyle says, does
not manifest itself in spasms.

There are some productions of art which it seems
at first difficult to arrange in any of the classes above
illustrated. The direct aim of art as such, is the
production of the beautiful; and as there are other
things beautiful besides states of mind, there is much
of art which may seem to have nothing to do with
either poetry or eloquence as we have defined them.
Take for instance a composition of Claude, or
Salvator Rosa.! There is here creation of new beauty:
by the grouping of natural scenery, conformably
indeed to the laws of outward nature, but not after
any actual model; the result being a beauty more
perfect and faultless than is perhaps to be found in

' Claude {le) Lorrain (1604-05[2]-82), French painter, draughtsman,
and etcher, noted as an ideal landscape artist, and Salvator Rosa
{1615-72), Iralian landscape painter.
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any actual landscape. Yet there is a character of
poetry even in these, without which they could not
be so beautiful. The unity, and wholeness, and
aesthetic congruity of the picture still lies in single-
ness of expression; but it is expression in a different
sense from that in which we have hitherto employed
the term. The objects in an imaginary landscape
cannot be said, like the words of a poem or the notes
of a melody, to be the actual utterance of a feeling;
but there must be some feeling with which they
harmonize, and which they have a tendency to raise
up in the spectator’s mind. They must inspire a
feeling of grandeur, a loveliness, a cheerfulness, a
wildness, a melancholy, a terror. The painter must
surround his principal objects with such imagery as
would spontaneously arise in a highly imaginative
mind, when contemplating those objects under the
impression of the feelings which they are intended to
inspire. This, if it be not poetry, is so nearly allied to
it, as scarcely to require being distinguished.

In this sense we may speak of the poetry of
architecture. All architecture, to be impressive, must
be the expression or symbol of some interesting idea;
some thought, which has power over the emotions.
The reason why modern architecture is so paltry, is
simply that it is not the expression of anyidea; itisa
mere parroting of the architectural rongue of the
Greeks, or of our Teutonic ancestors, without any
conception of a meaning.

To confine ourselves, for the present, to religious
edifices: these partake of poetry, in proportion as they
express, or harmonize with, the feelings of devotion.
But those feelings are different according to the
conception entertained of the beings, by whose
supposed nature they are called forth. To the Greek,
these beings were incarnations of the greatest con-
ceivable physical beauty, combined with supernatural
power: and the Greek temples express this, their
predominant character being graceful strength; in
other words, solidity, which is power, and lightness
which is also power, accomplishing with small means
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what seemed to require great; to combine all in one
word, majesty. To the Catholic, again, the Deity was
something far less clear and definite; a being of still
more resistless power than the heathen divinities;
greatly to be loved; still more greatly to be feared; and
wrapped up in vagueness, mystery, and incompre-
hensibility. A certain solemnity, a feeling of doubting
and trembling hope, like that of one lost in a bound-
less forest who thinks he knows his way but is not
sure, mixes in all the genuine expressions of Catholic
devotion. This is eminently the expression of the
pure Gothic cathedral; conspicuous equally in the
mingled majesty and gloom of its vaulted roofs and
stately aisles, and in the “dim religious light”' which
steals through its painted windows.

There is no generic distinction between the
imagery which is the expression of feeling and the
imagery which is felt to harmonize with feeling. They
are identical. The imagery in which feeling utters
itself forth from within, is also thar in which it
delights when presented to it from without. All art,
therefore, in proportion as it produces its effects by
an appeal to the emotions partakes of poetry, unless
it partakes of oratory, or of narrative. And the dis-
tinction which these three words indicate, runs
through the whole field of the fine arts.

The above hints have no pretension to the charac-
ter of a theory. They are merely thrown out for the
consideration of thinkers, in the hope that if they do
not contain the truth, they may do somewhat to
suggest it. Nor would they, crude as they are, have
been deemed worthy of publication, in any country
but one in which the philosophy of art is so com-
pletely neglected, that whatever may serve to putany
inquiring mind upon this kind of investigation,
cannot well, however imperfect in itself, fail alto-
gether to be of use.
~—JANUARY 1833

' from Milton’s “Il Penseroso.”
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“Two Kinds of Poetry”?

« ASCITUR POETA”? is a maxim of classical
antiquity, which has passed to these latter
days with less questioning than most of the doctrines
of that early age. When it originated, the human
faculties were occupied, fortunately for posterity, less
in examining how the works of genius are created
than in creating them; and the adage probably had no
higher source than the tendency common among
mankind to consider all power which is not visibly
the effect of practice, all skill which is not capable of
being reduced to mechanical rules, as the result of a
peculiar gift. Yet this aphorism, born in the infancy
of psychology, will perhaps be found, now when that
science is in its adolescence, to be as true as an
epigram ever is; that is, to contain some truth,
—truth, however, which has been so compressed,
and bent out of shape, in order to tie it up into so
small a knot of only two words, that it requires an
almost infinite amount of unrolling and laying
straight before it will resume its just proportions
We are not now intending to remark upon the
grosser misapplications of this ancient maxim, which
have engendered so many races of poetasters. The
days are gone by, when every raw youth, whose
borrowed phantasies have set themselves to a bor-
rowed tune, mistaking, as Coleridge says, an ardent
desire of poetic reputation for poetic genius,* while
unable to disguise from himself that he had taken no
means whereby he might become a poet, could fancy
himself a born one. Those who would reap without
sowing, and gain the victory without fighting the
battle, are ambitious now of another sort of distinc-
tion, and are born novelists or public speakers, not
poets; and the wiser thinkers understand and ac-
knowledge that poetic excellence is subject to the

? first published in October 1833, in the Monzhly Repository.

? apoer is born.

4

in the Biographia Literaria 2.15.
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same necessary conditions with any other mental
endowment, and that to no one of the spiritual
benefactors of mankind is a higher or a more assidu-
ous intellectual culture needful than to the poet It is
true, he possesses this advantage over others who use
the “instrument of words,”—that, of the truths
which he utters, a larger proportion are derived from
personal consciousness and a smaller from philo-
sophic investigation. But the power itself of discrimi-
nating between what really is consciousness and what
is only a process of inference completed in a single
instant, and the capacity of distinguishing whether
that of which the mind is conscious be an eternal
truth or but a dream, are among the last results of the
most matured and perfect intellect. Not to mention
that the poet, no more than any other person who
writes, confines himself altogether to intuitive truths,
nor has any means of communicating even these but
by words, every one of which derives all its power of
conveying a meaning from a whole host of acquired
notions and facts learnt by study and experience.

Nevertheless, it seems undeniable in point of fact,
and consistent with the principles of a sound meta-
physics, that there are poetic natures. There is a
mental and physical constitution or temperament
peculiarly fitted for poetry. This temperament will
not of itself make a poet, no more than the soil will
the fruit; and as good fruit may be raised by culture
from indifferent soils, so may good poetry from
naturally unpoetical minds. But the poetry of one
who is a poet by nature will be clearly and broadly
distinguishable from the poetry of mere culture. It
may not be truer, it may not be more useful; but it
will be different: fewer will appreciate it, even though
many should affect to do so, but in those few it will
find a keener sympathy, and will yield them a deeper
enjoyment.

One may write genuine poetry, and not be a poet,
for whosoever writes out truly any human feeling,
writes poetry. All persons, even the most unimagina-
tive, in moments of strong emotion, speak poetry;
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and hence the drama is poetry, which else were
always prose, except when a poet is one of the charac-
ters. What is poetry but the thoughts and words in
which emotion spontaneously embodies itself? As
there are few who are not, at least for some moments
and in some situations, capable of some strong
feeling, poetry is natural to most persons at some
period of their lives; and any one whose feelings are
genuine, though but of the average strength,—if he
be not diverted by uncongenial thoughts or occupa-
tions from the indulgence of them, and if he acquire
by culture, as all persons may, the faculty of delineat-
ing them correctly,—has it in his power to be a poet,
so far as a life passed in writing unquestionable
poetry may be considered to confer that title. But
ought it to do so? Yes, perhaps, in a collection of
“British poets.” But “poet” is the name also of a
variety of man, not solely of the author of a particular
variety of book. Now, to have written whole volumes
of real poetry is possible to almost all kinds of charac-
ters, and implies no greater peculiarity of mental
construction than to be the author of a history or a
novel.

Whom, then, shall we call poets? Those who are
so constituted, that emotions are the links of associa-
tion by which their ideas, both sensuous and spiri-
tual, are connected together. This constitution
belongs (within certain limits) to all in whom poetry
is a pervading principle. In all others, poetry is
something extraneous and superinduced; something
out of themselves, foreign to the habitual course of
their every-day lives and characters; a world to which
they may make occasional visits, but where they are
sojourners, not dwellers, and which, when out of it,
or even when in it, they think of, peradventure, but
as a phantom-world,—a place of ignes fatui' and
spectral illusions. Those only who have the peculiar-
ity of association which we have mentioned, and
which is a natural though not an universal conse-

! false illuminations.
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quence of intense sensibility, instead of seeming not
themselves when they are uttering poetry, scarcely
seem themselves when uttering any thing to which
poetry is foreign. Whatever be the thing which they
are contemplating, if it be capable of connecting itself
with their emotions, the aspect under which it first
and most naturally paints itself to them is its poetic
aspect. The poet of culture sees his object in prose,
and describes it in poetry: the poet of nature actually
sees it in poetry.

This point is perhaps worth some little illustra-
tion; the rather as metaphysicians (the ultimate
arbiters of all philosophical criticism), while they
have busied themselves for two thousand years, more
or less, about the few universallaws of human nature,
have strangely neglected the analysis of its diversities.
Of these, none lie deeper or reach further than the
varieties which difference of nature and of education
makes in what may be termed the habitual bond of
association. In a mind entirely uncultivated, which is
also without any strong feelings, objects whether of
sense or of intellect arrange themselves in the mere
casual order in which they have been seen, heard, or
otherwise perceived. Persons of this sort may be said
to think chronologically. If they remember a fact, it
is by reason of a fortuitous coincidence with some
trifling incident or circumstance which took place at
the very time. If they have a story to tell, or testimony
to deliver in a witness-box, their narrative must
follow the exact order in which the events took place:
dodge them, and the thread of association is broken;
they cannot go on. Their associations, to use the
language of philosophers, are chiefly of the successive,
not the synchronous kind; and, whether successive or
synchronous, are mostly casual.

To the man of science, again, or of business,
objects group themselves according to the artificial
classifications which the understanding has volun-
tarily made for the convenience of thought or of
practice. But, where any of the impressions are vivid

1222

and intense, the associations into which these enter
are the ruling ones; it being a well-known law of
association, that, the stronger a feeling is, the more
quickly and strongly it associates itself with any other
object or feeling. Where, therefore, nature has given
strong feelings, and education has not created facti-
tious tendencies stronger than the natural ones, the
prevailing associations will be those which connect
objects and ideas with emotions, and with each other
through the intervention of emotions. Thoughts and
images will be linked together according to the
similarity of the feelings which cling to them. A
thought will introduce a thought by first introducing
a feeling which is allied with it. At the centre of each
group of thoughts or images will be found a feeling;
and the thoughts or images will be there, only be-
cause the feeling was there. The combinations which
the mind puts together, the pictures which it paints,
the wholes which Imagination constructs out of the
materials supplied by Fancy, will be indebted to some
dominant feeling, not, as in other natures, 1o a domi-
nant thought, for their unity and consistency of
character,—for what distinguishes them from inco-
herences.

The difference, then, between the poetry of a
poet, and the poetry of a cultivated but not naturally
poetic mind, is, that in the latter, with however
bright a halo of feeling the thought may be sur-
rounded and glorified, the thought itself is always the
conspicuous object; while the poetry of a poer is
Feeling itself, employing Thought only as the me-
dium of its expression. In the one, feeling waits upon
thought; in the other, thought upon feeling. The one
writer has a distinct aim, common to him with any
other didactic author: he desires to convey the
thought, and he conveys it clothed in the feelings
which it excites in himself, or which he deems most
appropriate to it. The other merely pours forth the
overflowing of his feelings; and all the thoughts
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which those feelings suggest are floated promiscu-
ously along the stream.

It may assist in rendering our meaning intelligible
if we illustrate it by a parallel between the two Eng-
lish authors of our own day who have produced the
greatest quantity of true and enduring poetry,
__Wordsworth and Shelley. Apter instances could
not be wished for: the one might be cited as the type,
the exemplar, of what the poetry of culture may
accomplish; the other, as perhaps the most striking
example ever known of the poetic temperament.
How different, accordingly, is the poetry of these two
great writers! In Wordsworth, the poetry is almost
always the mere setting of a thought. The thought
may be more valuable than the setting, or it may be
less valuable; but there can be no question as to
which was first in his mind. What he is impressed
with, and what he is anxious to impress, is some
proposition more or less distinctly conceived; some
truth, or something which he deems such. He lets the
thought dwell in his mind, il it excites, as is the
nature of thought, other thoughts, and also such
feelings as the measure of his sensibility is adequate to
supply. Among these thoughts and feelings, had he
chosen a different walk of authorship (and there are
many in which he might equally have excelled), he
would probably have made a different selection of
media for enforcing the parent thought: his habits,
however, being those of poetic composition, he
selects in preference the strongest feelings, and the
thoughts with which most of feeling is naturally or
habitually connected. His poetry, therefore, may be
defined to be his thoughts, colored by, and impress-
ing themselves by means of, emotions. Such poetry,
Wordsworth has occupied a long life in producing;
and well and wisely has he so done. Criticisms, no
doubt, may be made occasionally both upon the
thoughts themselves, and upon the skill he has
demonstrated in the choice of his media; for an affair
of skill and study, in the most rigorous sense, it
evidently was. But he has not labored in vain: he has
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exercised, and continues to exercise, a powerful, and
mostly a highly beneficial influence over the forma-
tion and growth of not a few of the most cultivated
and vigorous of the youthful minds of our time, over
whose heads poetry of the opposite description would
have flown, for want of an original organization,
physical or mental, in sympathy with it.

On the other hand, Wordsworth’s poetry is never
bounding, never ebullient; has little even of the
appearance of spontaneousness: the well is never so
full that it overflows. There is an air of calm deliber-
ateness about all he writes which is not characteristic
of the poetic temperament. His poetry seems one
thing; himself, another. He seems to be poetical
because he wills to be so, not because he cannot help
it. Did he will to dismiss poetry, he need never again,
it might almost seem, have a poetical thought. He
never seems possessed by any feeling: no emotion
seems ever so strong as to have entire sway, for the
time being, over the current of his thoughts. He
never, even for the space of a few stanzas, appears
entirely given up to exultation, or grief, or pity, or
love, or admiration, or devotion, or even animal
spirits. He now and then, though seldom, attempts to
write as if he were; and never, we think, without
leaving an impression of poverty: as the brook,
which, on nearly level ground, quite fills its banks,
appears but a thread when running rapidly down a
precipitous declivity. He has feeling enough to form
a decent, graceful, even beautiful, decoration to 2
thought which is in itself interesting and moving; but
not so much as suffices to stir up the soul by mere
sympathy with itself in its simplest manifestation, nor
enough to summon up that array of “thoughts of
power,” which, in a richly stored mind, always
attends the call of really intense feeling. It is for this
reason, doubtless, that the genius of Wordsworth is
essentially unlyrical. Lyric poetry, as it was the earliest
kind, is also, if the view we are now taking of poetry
be correct, more eminently and peculiarly poetry
than any other: it is the poetry most natural to a
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really poetic temperament, and least capable of being
successfully imitated by one not so endowed by
nature.

Shelley is the very reverse of all this. Where
Wordsworth is strong, he is weak: where Words-
worth is weak, he is strong. Culture, that culture by
which Wordsworth has reared from his own inward
nature the richest harvest ever brought forth by a soil
of so little depth, is precisely what was wanting to
Shelley; or let us rather say, he had not, at the period
of his deplorably early death, reached sufficiently far
in that intellectual progression of which he was
capable, and which, if it has done so much for greatly
inferior natures, might have made of him the most
perfect, as he was already the most gifted, of our
poets. For him, voluntary mental discipline had done
little: the vividness of his emotions and of his sensa-
tions had done all. He seldom follows up an idea: it
starts into life, summons from the fairy-land of his
inexhaustible fancy some three or four bold images,
then vanishes, and straight he is off on the wings of
some casual association into quite another sphere. He
had scarcely yet acquired the consecutiveness of
thought necessary for a long poem. His more ambi-
tious compositions too often resemble the scattered
fragments of a mirror,—colors brilliant as life, single
images without end, but no picture. It is only when
under the overruling influence of some one state of
feeling, either actually experienced, or summoned up
in the vividness of reality by a fervid imagination,
that he writes as a great poet; unity of feeling being to
him the harmonizing principle which a central idea
is to minds of another class, and supplying the
coherency and consistency which would else have
been wanting. Thus it is in many of his smaller, and
especially his lyrical poems. They are obviously
written to exhale, perhaps to relieve, a state of feeling,
or of conception of feeling, almost oppressive from
its vividness. The thoughts and imagery are suggested
by the feeling, and are such as it finds unsought. The
state of feeling may be either of soul or of sense, or
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oftener (might we not say invariably?) of both; for the
poetic temperament is usually, perhaps always,
accompanied by exquisite senses. The exciting cause
may be either an object or an idea. But whatever of
sensation enters into the feeling must not be local, or
consciously organic: it is a condition of the whole
frame, not of a part only. Like the state of sensation
produced by a fine climate, or indeed like all strongly
pleasurable or painful sensations in an impassioned
nature, it pervades the entire nervous system. States
of feeling, whether sensuous or spiritual, which thus
possess the whole being, are the fountains of that
which we have called the poetry of poets, and which
is little else than a pouring-forth of the thoughts and
images that pass across the mind while some perma-
nent state of feeling is occupying it.

To the same original fineness of organization,
Shelley was doubtless indebted for another of his
rarest gifts,—that exuberance of imagery, which,
when unrepressed, as in many of his poems it is,
amounts to a fault. The susceptibility of his nervous
system, which made his emotions intense, made also
the impressions of his external senses deep and clear;
and agreeably to the law of association, by which, as
already remarked, the strongest impressions are those
which associate themselves the most easily and
strongly, these vivid sensations were readily recalled
to mind by all objects or thoughts which had co-exis-
ted with them, and by all feelings which in any
degree resembled them. Never did a fancy so teem
with sensuous imagery as Shelley’s. Wordsworth
economizes an image, and detains it until he has
distilled all the poetry out of it, and it will not yield
a drop more: Shelley lavishes his with a profusion
which is unconscious because it is inexhaustible.

If, then, the maxim “Nascitur poéta” means,
either that the power of producing poetical composi-
tions is a peculiar faculty which the poet brings into
the world with him, which grows like any of his
bodily powers, and is as independent of culture as his
height and his complexion; or that any natural
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peculiarity whatever is implied in producing poetry,
real poetry, and in any quantity,—such poetry too,
as, to the majority of educated and intelligent readers,
shall appear quite as good as, or even better than, any
other—in either sense the doctrine is false. And,
nevertheless, there is poetry which could not emanate
but from a mental and physical constitution, pecu-
liar, not in the kind, but in the degree, of its suscepti-
bility; a constitution which makes its possessor
capable of greater happiness than mankind in general,
and also of greater unhappiness; and because greater,
so also more various. And such poetry, to all who
know enough of nature to own it as being in nature,
is much more poetry, is poetry in a far higher sense,
than any other; since the common element of all
poetry, that which constitutes poetry,—human
feeling,—enters far more largely into this than into
the poetry of culture; not only because the natures
which we have called poetical really feel more, and
consequently have more feeling to express, but
because, the capacity of feeling being so great, feeling,
when excited and not voluntarily resisted, seizes the
helm of their thoughts, and the succession of ideas
and images becomes the mere utterance of an emo-
tion; not, as in other natures, the emotion a mere
ornamental coloring of the thought.

Ordinary education and the ordinary course of
life are constantly at work counteracting this quality
of mind, and substituting habits more suitable to
their own ends: if, instead of substituting, they were
content to superadd, there would be nothing to
complain of. But when will education consist, not in
repressing any mental faculty or power, from the
uncontrolled action of which danger is apprehended,
but in training up to its proper strength the correc-
tive and antagonist power?

In whomsoever the quality which we have de-
scribed exists, and is not stifled, that person is a poet.
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Doubtless he is a greater poet in proportion as the
fineness of his perceptions, whether of sense or of
internal consciousness, furnishes him with an ampler
supply of lovely images, the vigor and richness of his
intellect with a greater abundance of moving
thoughts. For it is through these thoughts and images
that the feeling speaks, and through their impressive-
ness that it impresses itself, and finds response in
other hearts; and, from these media of transmitting it
(contrary to the laws of physical nature), increase of
intensity is reflected back upon the feeling itself. But
all these it is possible to have, and not be a poet: they
are mere materials, which the poet shares in common
with other people. What constitutes the poet is not
the imagery, nor the thoughts, nor even the feelings,
but the law according to which they are called up. He
is a poet, not because he has ideas of any particular
kind, but because the succession of his ideas is
subordinate to the course of his emotions.

Many who have never acknowledged this in
theory bear testimony to it in their particular judg-
ments. In listening to an oration, or reading a written
discourse, not professedly poetical, when do we begin
to feel that the speaker or author is putting off the
character of the orator or the prose-writer, and is
passing into the poet? Not when he begins to show
strong feeling; then we merely say, he is in earnest; he
feels what he says: still less when he expresses himself
in imagery; then, unless illustration be manifestly his
sole object, we are apt to say, this is affectation. Itis
when the feeling (instead of passing away, or, if it
continue, letting the train of thoughts run on exactly
as they would have done if there were no influence at
work but the mere intellect) becomes itself the
originator of another train of association, which
expels, or blends with, the former; when (for exam-
ple) either his words, or the mode of their arrange-
ment, are such as we spontaneously use only when in
a state of excitement, proving that the mind is at least
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as much occupied by a passive state of its own feel-
ings as by the desire of attaining the premeditated
end which the discourse has in view.'

Our judgments of authors who lay actual claim to
the title of poets follow the same principle. When-
ever, after a writer’s meaning is fully understood, it is
still matter of reasoning and discussion whether he is
a poet or not, he will be found to be wanting in the
characteristic peculiarity of association so often
adverted to. When, on the contrary, after reading or
hearing one or two passages, we instinctively and
without hesitation cry out, “This is a poet!” the
probability is that the passages are strongly marked
with this peculiar quality. And we may add, that, in
such case, a critic, who, not having sufficient feeling
to respond to the poetry, is also without sufficient
philosophy to understand it though he feel it not,
will be apt to pronounce, not “This is prose,” but
“This is exaggeration,” “This is mysticism,” or “This
is nonsense.”

Although a philosopher cannot, by culture, make
himself, in the peculiar sense in which we now use
the term, a poet,—unless at least he have that pecu-
liarity of nature which would probably have made
poetry his earliest pursuit,—a poet may always, by
culture, make himself a philosopher. The poetic laws
of association are by no means such as must have
their course, even though a deliberate purpose require
their suspension. If the peculiarities of the poetic
temperament were uncontrollable in any poet, they

might be supposed so in Shelley; yet how powerfully,

! “And this, we may remark by the way, seems to point to the true
theory of poetic diction, and to suggest the true answer to as much as is
erroneous of Wordsworth’s celebrated doctrine on that subject. For, on
the one hand, a// language which is the natural expression of feeling is
really poetical, and will be felt as such, apart from conventional
associations; but, on the other, whenever intellectual culture has afforded
a choice between several modes of expressing the same emotion, the
stronger the feeling is, the naturally and certainly will ic prefer the
fanguage which is a most peculiarly appropriated to itself, and kept
sacred from the contact of more vulgar objects of contemplation.” (Mill’s
note.)
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in the “Cenci,” does he coerce and restrain all the
characteristic qualities of his genius! what severe
simplicity, in place of his usual barbaric splendor!
how rigidly does he keep the feelings and the imagery
in subordination to the thought!

The investigation of nature requires no habits or
qualities of mind but such as may always be acquired
by industry and mental activity. Because, at one time,
the mind may be so given up to a state of feeling, that
the succession of its ideas is determined by the
present enjoyment or suffering which pervades it, this
is no reason but that in the calm retirement of study,
when under no peculiar excitement either of the
outward or of the inward sense, it may form any
combinations, or pursue any trains of ideas, which
are most conducive to the purposes of philosophic
inquiry; and may, while in that state, form deliberate
convictions, from which no excitement will after-
wards make it swerve. Might we not go even further
than this? We shall not pause to ask whether it be not
a misunderstanding of the nature of passionate
feeling to imagine that it is inconsistent with calm-
ness; whether they who so deem of it do not mistake
passion, in the militant or antagonistic state, for the
type of passion universally—do not confound
passion struggling towards an outward object, with
passion brooding over itself. But, without entering
into this deeper investigation, that capacity of strong
feeling which is supposed necessarily to disturb the
judgment is also the material out of which all mozzves
are made,—the motives, consequently, which lead
human beings to the pursuit of truth. The greater the
individual’s capability of happiness and of misery, the
stronger interest has that individual in arriving at
truth; and, when once that interest is felt, an impas-
sioned nature is sure to pursue this, as to pursue any
other object, with greater ardor: for energy of charac-
ter is commonly the offspring of strong feeling. If,
therefore, the most impassioned natures do not ripen
into the most powerful intellects, it is always from
defect of culture, or something wrong in the circum-
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stances by which the being has originally or succes-
sively been surrounded. Undoubtedly, strong feelings
require a strong intellect to carry them, as more sail
requires more ballast; and when, from neglect or bad
education, that strength is wanting, no wonder if the
grandest and swiftest vessels make the most utter
wreck.

Where, as in some of our older poets, a poetic
nature has been united with logical and scientific
culture, the peculiarity of association arising from the
finer nature so perpetually alternates with the associa-
tions attainable by commoner natures trained to high
perfection, that its own particular law is not so
conspicuously characteristic of the result produced,
as in a poet like Shelley, to whom systematic intellec-
tual culture, in a measure proportioned to the inten-
sity of his own nature, has been wanting. Whether
the superiority will naturally be on the side of the
philosopher-poet, or of the mere poet; whether the
writings of the one ought, as a whole, to be truer, and
their influence more beneficent, than those of the
other,— is too obvious in principle to need state-
ment: it would be absurd to doubt whether two
endowments are better than one; whether truth is
more certainly arrived at by two processes, verifying
and correcting each other, than by one alone. Unfor-
wunately, in practice, the matter is not quite so
simple: there the question often is, Which is least

1227

prejudicial to the intellect,—uncultivation
malcultivation? For, as long as education consisté
chiefly of the mere inculcation of traditional opi
ions, many of which, from the mere fact thar ¢
human intellect has not yet reached perfection, mu
necessarily be false; so long as even those who are best
taught are rather taught to know the thoughts of
others than to think,—it is not always clear that the
poet of acquired ideas has the advantage over him
whose feeling has been his sole teacher. For the depth
and durability of wrong as well as right impressions
is proportional to the fineness of the material; and
they who have the greatest capacity of natural feeling
are generally those whose artificial feelings are the
strongest. Hence, doubtless, among other reasons, it
is, that, in an age of revolutions in opinion, the
contemporary poets, those at least who deserve the
name, those who have any individuality of character,
if they are not before their age, are almost sure to be
behind it; an observation curiously verified all over

Europe in the present century. Nor let it be thought

disparaging. However urgent may be the necessity for

a breaking-up of old modes of belief, the most.
strong-minded and discerning, next to those who
head the movement, are generally those who bringup

the rear of it.
—1833




