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WELCOME MESSAGE

Dear Distance Learners

Welcome to PG Semester 111 !

Course No. ENG-311 Literary Theory introduces you to the
works of well known English critics/theorists. You must read the texts
in detail and make ample use of the library resources. Though this
course 1s difficult but a comprehensive reading will thoroughly
acquaint you with the emergence of various critical approaches of
the 20th century in the background of 19th century criticism.

Wish you good luck and success!

Dr. Jasleen Kaur
Teacher Incharge PG English
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SEMESTER-III

Course Code : ENG-311 Duration of Examination : 3 hrs.
Title of the Course : Literary Theory-I Total Marks : 100
Credits : 6 (a) Semester Examination : 80

(b) Sessional Assessment : 20

Objective : The aim of the course is to acquaint the students with the emergence of various
critical approaches of the 20™ Century in the background of 19" Century criticism.

Unit-I
S.T. Coleridge Biographia Literaria
(Chapters : 13, 14, 17, 18 and 19)
Unit-I1
Keats Letters :
(1 To John Taylor Feb 27, 1818
(i) To George and Thomas Keats Dec 22, 1817 and Jan 5,
1818
(i) To Shelley
(iv) To Leigh Hunt
Shelley Defence of Poetry
Unit-1IT
Mathew Arnold (1)  “The Function of Criticism in the Present Time”

(i)  “The Study of Poetry”

(i)



Unit-1V

T.S. Eliot (1) “Tradition and Individual Talent”
(i) “The Function of Criticism”
Unit-V
LLA. Richards From Principles of Literary Criticism :
(1)  Practical Criticism “Four kinds of Meaning”
(i) Science and Poetry, Extract on “Pseudo Statements”
Unit-VI
John Crowe Ransom From The Criticism :
(1)  Criticism Inc.
(i) Poetry : A Note on Ontology
Cleanth Brooks From The Well-Wrought Urn : Studies in the Structure of
Peotry
(i)  “Irony as Principle of Structure”
(i) “Keats Sylvan Historian : History without Footnotes”
MODE OF EXAMINATION
The paper will be divided into sections A, B and C. M.M. = 80
Section A Multiple Choice Questions

Q.No. 1 will be an objective type question covering the entire syllabus. Twelve objectives,
two from each unit, with four options each will be set and the candidate will be required
to write the correct option and not specify by putting a tick mark (/). Any ten out of
twelve are to be attempted. Each objective will be of one mark. (10x1=10)

Section B Short Answer Questions

Section B comprises short answer type questions covering the entire syllabus. Four
questions will be set and the candidate will be required to attempt any two questions
in about 80-100 words.

Each answer will be evaluated for 5 marks. (5%2=10)
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Section C Long Answer Questions

Section C comprises long answer type questions covering the entire syllabus. Six
questions, one from each unit, will be set and the candidate will be required to attempt
any five questions in about 300-350 words. Each answer will be evaluated for 12

marks. (5x12=60)
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New Bearings in English Poetry, Revaluation.
Education and the University : The Common Pursuit

The English Critics
History of Modern Criticism Vols. Il to IV.

The English Critical Tradition
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20™ Century Literary Criticism

20™ Century Criticism : Major Statements

LA. Richards Theory of Literature

LA. Richards and the Fortunes of Critical Theory
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SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE:
BIOGRAPHIA LITERARIA

1.1 BIOGRAPHY

1772 :

1778 :
1781 :
1782 :
1791 :
1793 :

1794 :
1795 :
1796 :

1797-98:
1798 :

1799 :
1800 :
1804 :
1807 :

Coleridge was born on 21st October 1772 at Ottery St. Mary in
Devonshire.

Coleridge’s schooling started at his father’s school.
His father died of heart attack.

Admitted to the Christ’s Hospital at Hertford.
Entered Jesus College, Cambridge.

December: left the University and was enlisted in the 15th King’s
Light Dragoons as Silas Tomkyn Camberbache (the initial of his
name S.T.C. still retained). His brother took him out of this army.

April : he returned to Cambridge.
He published Conciones and Populam, a collection of political works.

18th March : inaugurated The Watchman, a periodical. 13th May :
the last issue came out. 31st December : due to financial problems
moved into a new house provided by Tom Poole, in Nether-Stowey.

He wrote most of his poetry.

September : publication of Lyrical Ballads.

September : tour to Germany.

November : touring the Lake district with Wordsworth.
He moved to Keawick.

He left for Malta.

June : he started a periodical The Friend, only seven issues.
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1816 :  Published poetry.

1817 :  Biographia Literaria came out.

1818 :  He republished The Friend in volume form.

1824 :  Hereceived an annual grant from the Royal Society of Literature.
1834 :  July:Coleridge died at Highgate.

COLERIDGE’S LITERARY WORKS

1796 : Poems on various subjects.

Started a magazine, The Watchman, devoted to politics and literature,
only 10 in number. Play: The Fall of Robespierre, based on
pantisocratic principle.

1798 : The Lyrical Ballads in collaboration with Wordsworth.
JUNE 1797- SEPTEMBER 1798 :

The Ancient Mariners, The Nightingale, Christabel (first part, Love,
The Dark Ladie, Ode to France, Fears in Solitude, Frost at Midnight,
Kubla Khan).

1800 : Christabel (2nd Part)
1802 : Ode on Dejection.
Translation of Schiller’s Wallenstein.

Other Works: Lay Sermons, Biographia Literaria, Aids to Reflection,
Notes on Shakespeare.

1.2 INTRODUCTION TO ST COLERIDGE’S WORKS
Coleridge’s literary career may be roughly divided into four periods:

1.2.0 The first period lasts upto his meeting with Wordsworth in 1797.
It may be called the period of experimental poetry. The best works of
this period are:
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1. The Fall of Robespierre

ii. To a Friend

i, Ode on the Departing Year, and
v. France: an Ode

1.2.1 The second period opens with the summer of 1797 and ends in
1802. It is the flowering season of his poetic genius. The best creations
of the poet belong to this period, and include such pieces as:

1. The Ancient Mariner

ii. Christabel I & 11

1il. Love, Remorse

iv. Dejection: An Ode, and
V. Frost at Midnight

1.2.2 The third period lasting from 1803 - 1817 is a confused and
indistinct period. Ill-health, slavery to opium, and domestic unhappiness
combine to cast a shadow across his life and there is a marked decline in
his powers. He produced the periodicals, The Friend. He delivered
a series of lectures on Shakespeare, published The Statesman’s Manual.
The most important work in criticism, Biographia Literaria was
produced in this period. In Theology, Aids of Reflection was written by
him.

1.2.3 The fourth period covers the last 17 years of his life.

Here his literary powers partially recovered under the sympathetic
care of Dr. Gillman. The noteworthy products of this period are :

i Lay Sermons

i The Constitution

il Confessions

v Notes on English Divines

13



Effective remarks on literature and literary theory are scattered all

over his prose works as :

i The Friend

i Aids to Reflection

il Confessions of an Inquiring Spirit
v Anima Poetae

A% Sibylline Leaves

vi Areopagitica

vii Lectures on Shakespeare and other poets

viii  Biographia Literaria
BIOGRAPHIA LITERARIA

1.3 COLERIDGE’S NOTE ON AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL METHOD
ADOPTED IN THIS BOOK

In the opening paragraph, Coleridge says that he has adopted the
autobiographical method in this book to express his opinion, and to give a
continuity to the work, and not for the sake of telling his readers about himself
and his life. Through this method he has been able to express his views on
politics, religion, and philosophy, clearly and fully. This method has also helped
him to apply the rules deduced from philosophical principles, to poetry and
criticism.

One of the aims of Coleridge in writing this book has been to try to effect
a settlement of the long disputed nature of poetic diction. At the same time he
wanted to define the real poetic character of Wordsworth, whose writing led to
controversy on poetic diction.

1.4 THE MISCONCEPTIONS

In this chapter Coleridge tries to clear away the misconception of the

critics which are as follows:
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1. Southey, Coleridge and Wordsworth have started a school of poetry. This
criticism is entirely baseless. In the case of Wordsworth the censure of
reviewers has been caused by some hundred lines or so, which are written
in a homely, colloquial diction. The critics have objected to the use of
colloquial phrases by Wordsworth and have charged him with having
bad literary taste.

2. The real cause of controversy is “The Preface” pre-fixed to the second
edition of Lyrical Ballads and the poems written in colloquial style and
dealing with humble life and rustic characters.

The author, critics agreed, possessed both genius and intellectual
strength, but they were not certain about the correctness of the poets’
taste.

3. The critics themselves differ in their choice of the poems which they
think worthy of censure. A set of critics censured one group of poems,
but they are enthusiastically praised by others.

4. Wordsworth’s poetry has been condemned as “simpleness, under the
affectation of simplicity”.

5. His diction has been called prosaic : “prosaic words in feeble metre” .
1.5 DESCRIPTIVE SKETCHES

Coleridge became acquainted with Wordsworth’s publication, entitled
Descriptive Sketches (1797). He at once discovered in it an original poetic
genius struggling to manifest itself through the artificialities of style and diction.

1.6 MEETING WORDSWORTH

When he was twenty four, he met Wordsworth, who entertained him
with the recital of “The Female Vagrant”, a poem which appeared in the first
volume of Lyrical Ballads.

1.7 WORDSWORTH, THE GENIUS

Coleridge recognized that the poet had freed himself from the
original obscurity of language, opaqueness of thought and turbulence
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of imagery. He found a union of two opposite virtues, that of deep feeling and
profound thought, truth and accuracy in observing the objects and the capacity
colouring and modifying those objects with the alchemy of the imagination.
Above all, there was the power to spread a tone and atmosphere of the ideal
world above and around ordinary commonplace objects, so as to invest them
with beauty, wonder and dignity.

1.8 COLERIDGE’S DIFFERENTIATION OF FANCY AND
IMAGINATION

The union of opposites gave Coleridge the first inclination of the fact
that fancy and imagination were two distinct and widely different faculties.
They were neither two names with one meaning, nor the lower and the higher
degrees of one and the same power. This belief has since been confirmed by his
repeated reflection upon, and close analysis of, the various faculties of mind.

)

Fancy derived from the Greek word “Phantasia” and imagination from the
Latin “Imaginato” should not be confused with each other. Milton was highly

imaginative as compared to Cowley, who was very fanciful.
1.9 WORDSWORTH Vs COLERIDGE

In the Preface (1815) Wordsworth also tried to make a distinction
between Fancy and Imagination. He was concerned with the manifestation of
these faculties in poetry from meditation on which he proceeded to deduce
their diversity. He is concerned chiefly with the manifestation of these faculties
in poetry, and from a study of their effects in poetry, he concluded that they are
different in kind. On the other hand, Coleridge being a philosopher, applied a
philosophical approach to the problem. He made his investigations a part of his
analysis of the constitution of human mind itself. He was also interested in
psychology and metaphysics. Coleridge is the first critic to differentiate between
imagination and fancy, the first literary critic to distinguish between primary
and secondary imagination. Through his theory of imagination he revolutionized
the concept of artistic imitation. His theory of Fancy and Imagination is a
fundamental aspect of his poetic creed.
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1.10 MISUNDERSTANDING AGAINST THE AUTHOR

Coleridge analyses the complex feeling with which readers in general take
part against the author. This attitude is in favour of the critic, and they are easily led
to believe that poets of genius are ill-tempered and irritable by nature. But Coleridge
does not agree with this view. He says that men of genius are
not ill-tempered by nature. In reality, only those are ill-tempered and irritable
who are not men of real genius, but who want to have the reputation of being

men of genius.
1.10.0 PSYCHOLOGICAL ANALYSIS OF THE PROBLEM

Coleridge analyses the above quoted problem psychologically. He
says, persons of weak imaginative power, who have necessity to rely on
their immediate sense impressions, grow superstitious and fanatical. Such
people are deficient in enthusiasm which comes out of real understanding
and imaginative appreciation of things. Since they
suffer from a deficiency of enthusiasm, these people try to possess it
by imitating the fanatic frenzy of the crowd. Since they do not possess
the enthusiasm singly, they want to share the excitement of the crowd.
They hide their want of insight and judgment by anger and irritability.

Passion and insight are contradictory; they are opposite to each
other. A man of clear understanding and penetrating judgement will
be temperamentally calm and quiet. He will not be subject to passions,
or roused to anger and fury so easily. It is not genius and clarity of

understanding and judgement, but is :
1. Lack of understanding

2. Lack of clarity

3. Lack of insight

4, Lack of confidence
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In his own powers which leads to irritability in man. The absence of
a solid intellectual foundation creates in them a sense of fear from which
nature rescues them only by means of anger. It is known from experience
that the first defence of weak minds is to make counter charges and indulge
in mutual accusations.

1.10.1 MAN OF GENIUS

Coleridge says that these men in whose minds the ideas are vivid and
there exists a perfect union of thought and feeling, take interest in events
and things only because they are objects of thought, or because they stimulate
thoughts.

A man of vivid, strong, and original ideas may be wanting the
quickness for action. He may not do anything to realize or fulfil his
ideas. The power of realising his ideas is the strongest in the man who
possess more than mere talent, yet still wants something of the creative,
and self-sufficing power of absolute Genius, Coleridge calls such men
as men of commanding genius. Difference between Man of commanding
genius and of absolute genius: Men of absolute genius choose an
imaginative and ideal medium of expression in the world of artistic
forms. Men of commanding genius choose real things and human lives.
And it is by choosing an irrelevant and inadequate medium that men of
commanding genius become, in disturbed times, the shaping spirits of
destruction. They use their mental powers for destructive purposes.
They came out to destroy the wisdom of ages in order to substitute
the fancies of a day, and to change kings and kingdoms, just as the
wind shifts shape the clouds in the sky.

1.10.2 GENIUS ARE CALM AND TRANQUIL IN TEMPER

The records of biography confirm that the men of greatest genius
have been of calm and tranquil temper in all those matters that are related
to themselves. They seem to be either indifferent or resigned to immediate
reputation. For example:
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CHAUCER

In the works of Chaucer, there pervades a spirit of cheerfulness and
a manly hilarity which makes it very clear that he himself was a man of similar

cheerfulness and gaiety of temperament.
SHAKESPEARE

He was very reputed in his own age for the evenness and sweetness
of his temper. He was fully conscious of his superior artistic excellence.

SPENSER

Spenser’s mind was constitutionally tender and delicate and almost
effeminate. It was additionally saddened by the severe calamities which
he suffered in his later years. These have diffused over all his
compositions “a melancholy grace”. But there is least trace of irritability
and still less of quarrelsome or contempt of those who found fault with
his work.

MILTON

Milton did not show any anger in his poetry. He reserved his anger
for the enemies of religion, freedom, and his country. He was a
parliamentarian and fought against the Royalists. But neither party could
understand him and his high ideals. Even in his later years, poor and
lonely, he remained cheerful and hopeful and listened to the music of his
own thoughts. He derived consolation from his own faith, and did not

question heaven’s will or argue against it.
1.10.3 EFFECT OF GENIUS

Genius exercises a humanizing influence on man. It controls his
temper and makes it sweet and pleasing. In men of genius irritability
does not proceed from genius but from some physical pain, or some
defect in the body which disable him to experience the pleasurable
sensations. What is charged to the author, belongs to the man, who would
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probably have been still more impatient, but for the humanizing influences of
the genius, which yet bears the blame of his irritability.

1.10.4 CAUSE OF IRRITABILITY

The real cause of irritability in the people is the desire to possess
those things which are wholly out of their powers. The absence of real
powers of genius and the desire to possess them makes a man prone to
suspicion and jealous irritability. In a country with literature spread
widely, many people take intense desire for reputation of poetic genius

as the original tendencies of a genius.
1.11 ENGLISH LITERATURE IN THE PAST AND THE PRESENT

English literature in the past age, i.e. of Chaucer and Gower was the
product of real genius. It was not easy for a poet of mediocre ability to write
poetry in the past. Then the language and literary traditions were both
undeveloped and the poet had to create both poetry and the medium of
poetic creation. Poets had great difficulty in moulding the language and make
it express their ideas and emotions in musical terms. The modern poets do

not face such a difficulty.

Language and literary traditions are now highly developed, and therefore
talent of a high order is not needed to compose conventional type of poems.
The modern poets have all the resources of the language available to them.
The language is now fully developed and mechanised. There are set rules
of composition. In his attempt to write poetry, the modern poet is greatly
helped by the ancient poets who, by their great genius and untiring labours,
have developed the language and literary traditions to great heights.

1.11.0 THE MINOR POETS OF MODERN (COLERIDGE’S) AGE

The writers of minor ability, in the modern age, can get temporary
fame and popularity. Their compositions might be mediocre and lacking
in real poetic warmth and quality, yet they can please a large number of
people who are ignorant of real poetic qualities. But when some
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intelligent, learned, and discriminating critic exposes the hollowness of their
poetic compositions, they get greatly annoyed. They try to defend themselves
by counter-attacking the critic with all their venom and irritability. These
minor poets grow in great number. The irritability shown by them on various
occasions makes readers believe that bitterness of temper is an inevitable

outcome of genius.
1.11.1 POETS OF NEO-CLASSICAL AGE

Poets of the neo-classical age are not men of real genius and are not
elevated by genuine poetic inspiration. They follow certain fixed rules of
composition and write conventional type of poetry. They express their ideas
in an epigrammatic way. But their sentences are unconnected and the ideas
of one couplet is not carried on into the other. Coleridge disapproves their
way of writing. He says that the compositions of these poets are not very
appealing, and they do not stick for long in the reader’s memory. They
succeed only in making an appeal to the basic instincts of humanity by writing

in a satirical manner.
1.11.2 SENSIBILITY OF THE GENIUS

Sensibility both quick and deep is a characteristic feature as well as
a component part of genius. But it is not so powerfully excited by personal
interests as by other factors.

A man of genius lives mostly in the ideal world, in which the present
is constituted by the future and the past. He takes a keen interest in his
images and ideas, and thereby he loses all consciousness of self-interest and
self-benefit. And yet if he ever tries to refute some false charge or rectify

some erroneous censure, people mistake it to be his irritation.

1.11.3 COLERIDGE’S REACTION TO PUBLIC OPINION

Speaking about himself, Coleridge says that the original sin of
his character consists in a careless indifference to the public opinion.

He does not pay much attention to praise and admiration, and even to
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1.12

the sale and profit of his works, though monetary considerations were
important to him in that situation. His indifference to public opinion is
due to his constitutional indolence and ill-health, not because he considers
himself genius.

Coleridge says that it is a writer’s duty to feel and express a
resentment in proportion to the hostility of the criticism and the
quality of the poem. The profession of a poet requires an early and

constant attention.
1.11.4 DUTY OF MANKIND

It is the duty of mankind to protect and preserve the poetic
compositions of a poet who has devoted all his life to the writing of
poetry, which by admission of all civilised nations in all ages is

honourable as a pursuit, and glorious as an attainment.

Speaking about himself, Coleridge says that he has written a
great number of poems, many of which have been forgotten by the
people. Still some of his poems have maintained their existence, and
they will continue to inspire people in future also. They possess
some genuine poetic inspiration and appeal. They will stand against

even bitter criticism.
GENERAL VIEW OF COLERIDGE

Coleridge frankly confesses his indebtedness to critics and satirists

for making him a poet. He says that when the name of a man appears

frequently in books and journals the readers become familiar with that

name. From this point of view, even adverse criticism is better than no

criticism at all. The common readers, who read the popular periodicals and

journal, are not very intelligent or attentive, and therefore soon forget

whatever they have read. If the name of an author frequently occurs in

journals, the people remember the name only, and forget whether that author

was praised or blamed by the critics. Coleridge says that his poetry has
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been condemned by critics of the periodicals and journals continuously for the

last seventeen years, mostly for faults which it did not possess. Why is it so
?

1.12.0 PERSONAL VIEW

Whatever may have been the case with others, Coleridge does
not attribute the adverse criticism of his works to personal dislike,

or to envy, or to feeling of vindictive animosity.

l. The hostile criticism of his works cannot be attributed to personal
dislike because with the exception of a very few of his intimate
friends, his acquaintance with literary figures is limited only to a

few persons.

2. Neither by letter, nor in conversation he has ever had dispute
with anybody beyond the common social interchange of opinions.

3. He always took care not to express his dissent until he could
establish some points of complete sympathy, some grounds common

to both sides, from which to commence its explanation.

4. He can neither attribute the hostile criticism of his works to
envy. The reason is that the few literary works that he has produced
were published long ago, and his books had a very poor sale in the
market. Therefore one has no reason to be envious of him, and even

then if any one feels envy towards him, he must be envy-mad.

5. Lastly, he cannot attribute the adverse criticism of his works
to vindictive animosity. He has already said that his acquaintance
with literary men has been limited, and he has never involved himself
in any dispute or controversy. From his early life, he has, with, few
and short interferes, lived either abroad or in retirement. His work
is very small, and his whole writings consist of some essays on subject
of national interest, and his courses of lectures on the principles of
criticism as applied to Shakespeare and Milton. And in all his works he
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has never attacked any of his literary contemporaries.
1.12.1 INTIMACY : THE REAL CAUSE

In the preceding paragraphs Coleridge has explained why the
adverse criticism of his works should not be due to personal dislike,
envy, vindictive animosity. If it is none of these, what is its real cause?
According to Coleridge, it is his intimate friendship with Wordsworth
and Southey. Whenever Wordsworth and Southey are censured by
critics, Coleridge is also sure to receive some part of the hostility of
the critics against these two authors. But why Wordsworth and Southey
are so severely and vehemently condemned by the critics?

1.12.2 SOUTHEY AND WORDSWORTH

First he takes up the case of Southey. The faults which the
critics noticed in the earlier works of Southey were (1) Careless lines
(2) inequality in the merit of the different poems, and (3) a predilection
for the strange and whimsical. These are the faults which might be
found in any young and rapid writer, but they were unduly emphasized
in the case of Southey. The critics of his age, following the traditions
of Dr. Johnson, wanted the contemporary poets to adhere to the rules
of the ancients in writing their own poems. If a young poet with a free
spirit tried to break away from the rules, the critics with neo-classical
bent condemned his poetry. Both Wordsworth and Southey were against
the artificial and turned more and more towards naturalness and
simplicity of the language of poetry. Therefore Wordsworth and Southey
were condemned by the critics of that age.

No critic of his age pointed out the chief quality of Southey’s
poetry-that in art and diction it differed greatly from the poetry of
the eighteenth century in his taste and estimation of writers, Southey
agreed far more with Warton than with Johnson. Besides, like Sir
Philip Sidney, Southey preferred an excellent ballad in the humblest
style of poetry to twenty indifferent poems that were written in an artificial
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1.13

and elaborate style, and lacked the smoothness of movement. The later
poems of Southey are characterized by a deeper pathos, profound
reflections, and a more sustained dignity of language and of metre. But
the critics of the day failed to perceive these beauties in Southey’s
poetry. The critics are encouraged to calumniate because these are readers

who are delighted with calumny.
CHANGING FUNCTION OF BOOKS

There is a change and retrograde movement in the aims and objectives of

literature itself. In old times, books were religious oracles, and a sanctity was

attached to them. As literature advanced, the books next became venerable

instructors; then they descended to the rank of instructive friends; and as

their numbers increased, they sunk still lower to that of entertaining friends.

And in the modern age they come forward as the supporters and propagators

of the views of self-elected, arrogant, and ill-qualified critics who write from

humour or interest, from enmity or arrogance.

1.13.1 AUTHOR, READER AND CRITIC

The same gradual retrograde movement may be traced in the
relation which the authors themselves have assumed towards their
readers. The authors themselves have come down from a higher level to
a lower level. In the past like Bacon, they spoke as sages and saints, and
gave wise counsels to the readers who were supposed to be less learned
than the authors. As the time advanced, the poets and philosophers
increased in number. Their increased number made them diffident. They
started addressing themselves first to the learned readers and they tried
to win over the sympathies of the candid readers. Gradually the critics
sit as a despot on the throne of criticism. But though the critics have
now exalted their position and sit as a despot, they are most ill-suited
and least qualified to perform their duties judiciously and rendered the
critics dogmatic and arrogant. They are totally devoid of learning and the
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critical faculty to judge the merits of a poem.

According to Coleridge, critics may be compared to the eunuchs
who were employed by oriental despots to look after their harems.
Since such critics lack understanding and the power of judgement,
they are qualified to act as guardians of litters in the same manner as
the eunuchs had been to act as the guardians of the harems of oriental
despots. The moaning of Coleridge is that the reviewers of his own
age were all intellectual bankrupts, and could not be given the title
of being the critics in the right connotation of the word.

Southey’s poems like the Thalaba the Madoc, Cid, the Kehama,
and the Don Roderick bear the marks of art and careful revision.
They are written with fine workmanship. But the unfortunate part is
that Southey had also written a few playful poems which can be
enjoyed or passed over according to the taste and humour of the
reader. The critics of the day took over these playful poems to show
the characteristic faults of the poetry of Southey, and ignored his
better compositions. This is not fit. Coleridge deplores one particular
tendency of the critics of his age. They judged the poet by his worst
composition. But it is not the correct or just way of judgement. A
poet or artist should be judged from the best that he has written and
not from his second-rate compositions.

Literary criticism is in a bad condition these days. The standards
of criticism are very poor, and the critics are also altogether unqualified
for their job. There can be an improvement in literary criticism if it
is conducted on far other principles, and with far other motives. In
place of arbitrary judgments and petulant sneers, the reviewers should
support their decisions by references to fixed cannons of criticism
previously established and deduced from the nature of man. Every
author writes some great literature and some light literature, which
is not to be taken too seriously. The correct approach of criticism
will be to judge his merits by his greater and more important compositions.
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Then again, the lighter literature has a value of its own. In hours languor,
when a man is not in a mood for serious study, he derives some innocent
amusement by reading the lighter works of a great writer. The lighter
compositions, therefore, do not diminish the greatness of an author; rather,
they enhance his greatness by showing the versatility of his genius. The
same is true of Southey. Even his lighter compositions are marked by his
moral predilections, and show the purity of his mind.

No just critic can find fault with Southey the man and the writer.
He was man of sound moral principles and never strayed from the path
of virtue. He stands second to none either as a historian or as a
bibliographer. He is great as an essayist. No one has combined so much
wisdom with so much wit, so much truth and knowledge with so much
liveliness and imagination. His prose is always intelligible and always
entertaining.

Without knowing Southey properly, people have abused
and slandered him severely. As an intimate friend of Southey, Coleridge
considers it his duty to give a correct and impartial account of Southey
as a man and as writer. In his opinion Southey possesses the best
gifts of talent and genius, free from all their characteristic defects.

WORDSWORTH AS A POET

Coleridge says that the assumption that he or Southey or Wordsworth

has established a new school of poetry is baseless. A careful examination of

Wordsworth’s poems published in the Lyrical Ballads will reveal the fact

that the omission of less than a hundred lines from them would have precluded

nine-tenth of the criticism on this works. There are some one hundred lines

in Wordsworth’s poems, which are weak and carelessly written, and if they

are removed, the poems become good and appealing. But the critics have

unduly stressed these blemishes. It is unjust. In the eyes of an impartial

reader they would have appeared as mere irregularities, and attributed to

inattention, not to perversity of judgment. The critics have objected to the use

of colloquial phrases by Wordsworth in his poetry, and have charged him with
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having bad literary taste. But Coleridge says that the criticism has been blind to
the fact that such blemishes pertain only to one-third of poems,
dealing with humble life in a colloquial style, and the two-third of the
poems are good and admirable. But the critics have denounced the whole
works only on the ground that it contains some weak or bad lines.

1.15 WORDSWORTH AND HIS CRITICS

The real cause, according to Coleridge, of the hostile criticism of
Wordsworth’s poetry is that in his Preface Wordsworth has set forth his
new critical principles. The critics were against Wordsworth’s critical principles
and therefore cited the weakest verses to confirm their censures. They could
not deny that Wordsworth possessed both genius and a powerful intellect.
But they were not quite certain whether he was in the right and they themselves
in the wrong. In “The Preface” Wordsworth has tried to show what is true
literary taste. “The Preface” was against the critical principles of the eighteenth
century poetry. Wordsworth wanted to prove that what the critics were praising
was actually bad poetry and what they were condemning was actually good
poetry. Coleridge says in literary judgement:

It is early proved by the fact that the same poems have been condemned
by one critic and praised by another.

It is true that some poems of Wordsworth have trivial themes and weak
expressions, and as such they are far below criticism. But, Coleridge says,
that it is a matter of wonder that these very weak poems have engrossed
criticism for nearly twenty years. The best thing for the critics would have
been to take no notice of these poems and pay attention to Wordsworth’s
nobler and loftier compositions.

1.15.0 WORDSWORTH’S GENIUS

It was in 1794, the year of his residence at Cambridge, that Coleridge
became acquainted with Wordsworth’s first publication entitled Descriptive
Sketches. He at once discovered in it an original genius struggling to manifest itself.
It is true that there are certain defects of style in these poems, yet it contains an
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unmistakable stamp of Wordsworth’s poetic genius. The genius of a poet develops
generally, and the faults and errors of this earlier productions
are no more found in his later poetry. The same is the case with Wordsworth.
His later poems are free from the faults of his earlier poetic attempts.

1.15.1 UNION OF FANCY AND IMAGINATION

In “The Female Vagrant,” Coleridge was delighted to see how
soon Wordsworth had freed himself from the original obscurity of
language, vagueness of thought, and turbulence of imagery. The
occasional obscurities which had risen from an imperfect control
over the resources of his native language had almost wholly
disappeared. There were no arbitrary and illogical phrases, at once
hackneyed and fantastic in it. But the ground of his wonder and
admiration lay deeper than the surface refinement of style. He found
in this poem a union of two opposite virtues of deep feeling with
profound thought, the fine balance of tough observing with the
imaginative 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. Wordsworth possessed the skill to spread a tone and
atmosphere of the ideal world around ordinary objects so as to reinvest
them with beauty, glory, and wonder.

This union of the opposite elements in Wordsworth’s poetry
gave him the first, 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.
This belief has since been confirmed by repeated meditation and closer
analysis of the various faculties of the human mind. Milton had a highly
imaginative, Cowley a very fanciful mind. The distinction between Fancy
and Imagination is the same as that between delirium and mania.

Coleridge says that “metaphysics and psychology have long been my
hobby-horse”. He says that he may quite legitimately claim credit
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1.17

for being the first among his countrymen to distinguish Fancy
from Imagination. W. Taylor has also pointed out the distinction between
Fancy and Imagination in his book British Synonymes Discriminated.
Coleridge says that he has not seen this book, but Taylor’s specification
of Fancy and Imagination has been clearly shown to be both insufficient
and erroneous by Wordsworth in the Preface to the Lyrical Ballads,
where the poems are categorised as those of Fancy and Imagination.
But Wordsworth was concerned with the manifestation of these faculties
in poetry, and from the different effects he proceeded to deduce their

diversity in kind.

On the other hand Coleridge, being a philosopher, felt interested in a
philosophical approach to the problem. He wanted to investigate the seminal
principle, and then from the kind to deduce the degree. Coleridge’s theory
of Fancy and Imagination is a fundamental aspect of his poetic creed, and
his investigation is a part of his analysis of the constitution of human mind
itself.

EXAMINATION ORIENTED QUESTIONS

a) Why Coleridge adopted autobiographical method in his book

Biographia Literaria.
b) Briefly discuss Coleridge’s concept of Fancy and Imagination.

MULTIPLE CHOICE QUESTIONS

1. What is the primary purpose of Coleridge’s “Biographia Literaria™?

A) To provide a detailed autobiography

B) To analyze the works of other poets

C) To explore his thoughts on literary criticism and poetry

D) To discuss his political views
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2. In“Biographia Literaria,” what does Coleridge mean by the “willing suspension of
disbelief?

A) Readers should believe every word in a poem.
B) Readers should never believe anything in a poem.
C) Readers should temporarily accept the unreal elements in a poem.
D) Readers should criticize all aspects ofa poem.
3. According to Coleridge, what is the primary function of the secondary imagination?
A) To create entirely new ideas
B) To organize and transform existing ideas into poetic forms
C) To mimic the primary imagination
D) To interpret the meaning of a poem

4. What term does Coleridge use to describe poetry that relies solely on the external
senses without engaging the mind?

A) Sensational poetry
B) Organic poetry

C) Fancy

D) Imagination

5. Which of'the following is NOT a topic discussed by Coleridge in “Biographia
Literaria™?

A) The role of the poet as a seer

B) The influence of his childhood experiences on his poetry
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C) The principles of chemistry
D) The relationship between philosophy and poetry
Answers: 1c, 2¢,3b,4c, 5¢

1.18 SUGGESTED READING

Cane, Hall. Life of Samuel Taylor Coleridge. Eugene: Wipf and Stock
Publishers, 2003. Print.

Holmes, Richard. Coleridge: Early Visions, 1772-1804. New York:
Pan theon Books, 1999. Print.
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CHAPTER - XIII

This is a significant chapter. It can be divided into three parts:

In the beginning there is a philosophical discussion which may be regarded
as a sequel to the discussion in Chapter XII.

Then Coleridge introduces letter, supposed to have been written by a
friend, a man of judgement and knowledge. He advises the author that
the chapter when completed would occupy no fewer than a few hundred
pages and will hence be out of place in the literary biography. The letter
was actually written by Coleridge himself who at that point had thought
of abandoning the idea of completing his survey of Fancy and

Imagination.
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3. In the end he gives his new classical definitions of Imagination; primary and
secondary and also of Fancy.

2.1  VIEWS OF DIFFERENT PHILOSOPHERS

The famous French philosopher, Descartes said, “Give me matter and motion
and I will construct you the universe.” Similarly the transcendental philosopher says,
“Grant me a nature having two contrary forces, the one of which tends to expand
infinitely while the other strives to apprehend or find itself in this infinity, and I will
cause the world of intelligences with the whole system of their representations to
rise up before you.” Every other science presupposes intelligence as already existing
and complete: the philosopher contemplates it in its growth, and as it were, it also
represents its history to the mind from its birth to its maturity. Immanuel Kant, the
German philosopher, is of opinion that opposites are of two kinds, either logical,
i.e. such as are absolutely incompatible, or real without being contradictory. A body
in motion is something; but a body at one and the same time in motion and not in
motion is nothing, or at most air articulated into nonsense. On the other hand a
motory force ofa body in one direction, and an equal force of the same body in an
opposite direction, is not incompatible, and the result, namely rest, is real and
representable. Also two equal forces acting in opposite direction, both being
finite, reduce each other to inaction. This is a philosophy, no less than a poetic
genius, which is differentiated from the highest perfection of talent not by degree
but by kind.

2.2 COLERIDGE RECEIVES A LETTER

Coleridge received a letter from a friend, while he was developing his
thesis. The friend informed him that his opinions and methods of argument
were entirely new. He then advised him to withdraw from the book the chapter

on Imagination because:
1. It would be too long for this book.

2. The common reader would not be able to understand so abstruse a
subject. Thus Coleridge abandoned his plan, and concluded the chapter
by giving in brief the definitions of:
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2.3

a. Primary Imagination

b. Secondary Imagination
c. Fancy
d. Difference between Fancy and Imagination

PRIMARY IMAGINATION:

Coleridge defines the Primary Imagination as “the living power and prime
agent of all human perception”.

It is the idealistic - organistic conception of imagination. In his definition

he uses the words “the infinite I am” refer to the universe, which is a proliferation

of God. ‘Perception’ is the process of knowing the external universe through

the senses, chiefly the eye and the ear, which nourishes the mind with sensations

received from the world outside. By some thinkers the primary is given to the

senses while mind is regarded as more or less passive, which depends on the

senses for its information and functioning.

2.3.0 COLERIDGE’S VIEW ON MIND AND SENSES

Coleridge, however, does not accept the notion that the human
mind is merely passive depending on the senses. He asserts that in
all acts of perception the mind plays an active role. The mind is
something living and vital. The senses through which it receives
sensations from the external world are its agents. These senses share
mind’s vitality and so become half-creator and half-perceiver. Every
human mind repeats the process of creation which is at work in the
external and wider universe. In this way, through the ‘interchange of
action from within as well as without’, the way is paved for the
growth of consciousness.

2.3.1 THE UNIVERSE AND THE INNER MENTAL UNIVERSE

Coleridge’s world “the infinite I am” refers to the universe.
This universe is something vast and limitless through which the majesty
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of the creator is proclaimed. Universe came into existence with the
words of God: ‘God said there should be light and there was light’.
Similarly, the inner mental universe is built through the operation of
the living agent, the primary imagination, upon the fixed objects of
the external world.

2.4 SECONDARY IMAGINATION

Secondary Imagination is the creative power peculiar to poets and
creative artists. Coleridge calls it an ‘echo’ of the primary imagination.
According to him, the primary imagination occurs first and is followed by
the secondary imagination.

The secondary imagination extends the scope of the primary
imagination, though it depends for its strength and energy upon the vitality
of the primary one. That is to say, the secondary imagination receives its
raw material to work upon from the primary imagination, and, as long as,
it gets the fresh raw material, it will function actively.

Then, the primary imagination functions involuntarily, while the
secondary imagination works voluntarily and deliberately. Thus, the difference
between the two is :

I. Only of degree and not of kind, and
2. Their modes of operation are different,

3. The Primary imagination is assimilative, while the secondary is a
synthetical power,

4. The former colours without distortion, while the latter (dissolves,
diffuses and dissipates in order to recreate) dissolves, destroys, breaks
and melts things in order to recreate new forms. The secondary
imagination also strives to reconcile the opposites, create unity in
diversity, and spread an ideal tone and atmosphere over and around
the objects real and familiar. It is a living power. And it works wonders
with the objects in nature, which are dead, fixed, inactive and definite.
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2.5 FANCY

Fancy, according to Coleridge “has no other counters to play with but
to fixities and definites”. He adds that it is a mode of memory liberated from
the limitations of time and place.

2.5.0 PROPERTIES OF FANCY
(1) Fancy is light and playful.
(2) It plays upon the definite and static images and does not modify them.

3) It is swift-footed and ranges freely among the images supplied by
memory unfettered by the limits of time and place. Fancy picks
and chooses images needed by it, irrespective of time and place.

4) Fancy, “must receive all its material ready-made from the law of
association”, i.e. it is like the ordinary memory and it is the
same power as was discussed by the Associationist philosophers
of the day. (Law of Association: images are brought together to
form clusters or trains, and simple sensations are combined
together to form complex wholes). According to Coleridge, the
images assembled by Fancy to form clusters are governed by
association based on superficial resemblance.

2.6 DIFFERENCE BETWEEN FANCY AND IMAGINATION

From Coleridge’s definitions, the difference between Fancy and
Imagination can be stated as follows:

1. Fancy is light and playful power. Imagination is a serious and grave
power.
2. Fancy does not try to achieve much. It simply plays with the objects of

perception. Imagination, on the other hand, aims at recreation of some
new form different from its resource.

3. Fancy plays with definite and static images and does not modify them
while imagination dissolves, dissipates in order to recreate.
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2.7

Fancy is light-footed and ranges freely among the images of memory
unhampered by the limits and order of time and place. It selects images by
“Choice”, and so there is only an accumulation of images. The perfect union

of images is effected by living power of the imagination.

Fancy, like memory, receives all its material ready-made from the law
of association. Imagination creates unity in diversity, spreading the tone

and atmosphere of the ideal world over and around the real world.

CHAPTER - X1V
COMPOSITION OF LYRICAL BALLADS

This chapter opens with an account of the occasion which led to the

composition of the Lyrical Ballads. During the first year Coleridge and

Wordsworth were neighbours, they frequently talked about two cardinal points

of poetry; namely

a)

b)

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 colours of

imagination.
It was, therefore, decided by them to work out two kinds of poems;

In the one the incidents and agents were to be supernatural. They would
be rendered credible and interesting by giving them the emotions and
behaviours peculiar to real human beings. It was Coleridge’s

responsibility to compose such kind of poems.

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 by an alert mind and sympathetic heart. Wordsworth got the
responsibility to compose such poems. And the excellence aimed at

was to transform the familiar objects into something novel, fresh
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and strange, by colouring of imagination.
2.8 THE PLAN OF LYRICAL BALLADS

In this way originated the plan of the Lyrical Ballads. The work of composing
poems was distributed on the principle that Coleridge would try
to make the unfamiliar credible, and Wordsworth the familiar charming.

Coleridge wrote The Ancient Mariner, The Dark Lady and Christabel,
where the supernatural was to be treated with greater subtlety and effectiveness.
He dealt with humble and rustic life and characters. He also wrote two or three
poems in his own character, marked by dignity of thought and stateliness
of manner which are peculiar to his genius. In this form the first edition of
the Lyrical was published, with a brief ‘Advertisement’ pointing out that
the poems were the product of an experiment to see how poems representing
ordinary incidents and characters in a simple, unadorned and colloquial
language can impart that pleasure to the readers which poetry is generally
expected to provide. Two years later, in 1800, the second edition was brought
out, with a lengthy Preface, in which Wordsworth said that the language actually
spoken by peasants and rustics was the only suitable language for all kinds of
poetry. And it gave rise to a heated and prolonged controversy.

Critics found “meanness of language and inanity of thought” in
Wordsworth’s poems. But Coleridge opposed all charges, for inspite of all the
charges levelled against them these poems have not only survived, but also
have steadily grown in popularity. In 1800, a second edition of the Lyrical
Ballads was issued with a “Preface” written by Wordsworth. Here he tries to
extend the language of rustics to all kinds of poetry. As Coleridge’s name is
frequently mentioned by the critics along with that of Wordsworth, he deems it
proper and necessary to declare where he does agree with the theory and where
he does not agree. But in order to facilitate an understanding of his views, he
thinks it essential to explain his views first, of a Poem, and secondly, of Poetry
in general.
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2.9 COLERIDGE’S VIEW ON A POEM

According to Coleridge, a poem contains the same elements as a prose
composition. The difference between them being either in (1) different
combination of those elements, or (2) a different object which the poet has in mind.

The object of the poet may be simply to aid the memory of certain facts
or observations by artificial arrangements. Then the composition will be a poem
merely because it is distinguished from prose by :

a) metre
b) rhyme, or
c) both jointly

It is a superficial distinction of form between prose and poetry, and the
source of pleasure will consist in the anticipation of the recurrence of sounds.

2.9.0 OBJECT

What is the difference in the objects of poem and the work of
science? Coleridge answers:

The immediate object of a poem is pleasure, and the immediate
object of a work of science is truth. But a work of science may also give
pleasure and a poem may contain a profound truth. They may be their
ultimate objects.

2.9.1 METRE

As the immediate object of a poem is pleasure and not truth,
and metre, under certain conditions, adds to poetry; poetry prefers it to
the language of prose. According to Coleridge, if metre is superadded
to a poem, the other parts of it also must harmonise with it. The
recurrence of accent and sound, which is the essence of metre, directs
attention to each part of the composition separately. And in order to
deserve the name of a poem each part must be so arranged as to justify
that attention.
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(b)

2.10

“A Poem”, defines Coleridge, “is that species of composition which
is opposed to works of science by proposing for its immediate object, i.e.
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 compatible with a distinct gratification from each component part”.

“A poem therefore, may be defined as a class of composition,” which
is opposed to works of science in proposing for its immediate object,
pleasure, not truth. It means the poem is an organic whole in which the
various parts work in harmony to provide the pleasure which is peculiar to
poetry. Philosophers deny the name of'a poem to such compositions where:

If lines of a poem are so striking that they can be detached from the whole
and enjoyed separately.

If the parts are so undistinguished that the reader can rapidly glance through
the whole and understand its general purpose, without paying attention to
and enjoying the beauty of each separate parts in itself.

POETRY AS DISTINGUISHED FROM A POEM
2.10.0 POETRY

At its best, poetry may be found in works which employ no metrical
language, like the works of Plato and Jeremy Taylor, and also the prophetic
books of the Bible. But to define poetry means to define the poet, the creator.

2.10.1 THE POET

The poet, at his best, calls forth all the powers of the soul into activity,
a synthetic and magical power, the poet harmonizes and blends together the
various points to produce the tone and spirit of unity over the whole.

The creative power is first put into action by will and understanding
and operates under their gentle and unnoticed control. It manifests itself
most clearly in the balance or reconciliation of opposite qualities:

1. Sameness with difference,
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2. The general with the concrete,

3. The idea with the image,

4. The individual with the representative,

5. Novelty and freshness with old, familiar objects,

6. Unusual emotional excitement with strict order and discipline,

7. Strong and vehement passion with vigilant judgement and

unflagging self-possession.

2.10.2 POETRY ALSO BLENDS

a) The natural and the artificial with due subordination of art to
nature;

b) The manner to matter, and

c) Our admiration of the poet to our sympathy for the poem.

Coleridge concludes rather abruptly that good sense is the body
of poetic genius, fancy its eternal dress; motion its living principle, and
imagination the soul which is diffused through the whole, which animates
each part and forms all into one graceful and intelligent whole.

CHAPTER XV

2.11 TALENT VERSUS TRUE POETIC TALENT

Coleridge tries to differentiate between talent and true poetic talent.
For this he examines the early poems of Shakespeare; Venus and Adonis
and The Rape of Lucrece :

(a) Venus and Adonis deals with the passionate love story of Venus, the
goddess of love, for Adonis, a Greek youth of great charm and beauty.
This youth was fascinated by hunting and other outdoor sports. But he
was very cold and indifferent towards the amorous pleadings and
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(b)

protestations by Venus.

The Rape of Lucrece deals with a tragic theme, in which Lucreece,
a matron of Rome was raped by King Tarquin, who came to her house
to pass the night in her house as a guest. But he raped her in her bed-
chamber.

Both these poems are early and immature poems and show imperfection

of the artist. They are literally exercises following the mode fashionable in those

days. Yet they promise of great future. There is an intellectual ingenuity and

profusion of conceits and ornaments.

According to Coleridge these are four worth noting qualities which may

be regarded as the marks of true poetic genius.

2.11.0 Perfect Music And Verse

In Venus and Adonis, there is the perfect music of its verses; the
artistic adaptation of the music of the subject, remarkable variation of
rhythm. The music is rich and excessive and original. And this ability is
a highly favourable promise in a young poet. Imagery is drawn from
nature and books, incidents are moving, thoughts are just, feelings and
emotions are interesting. And there is an excellent poetic combination
of all the above qualities. Yet the sense of musical delight and the power
of producing it is the only gift of imagination and that of genius.

2.11.1 Choice of Subject

According to Coleridge, the second mark of excellence is the
choice of subjects remote and away from the personal interest and the
domestic problems of the poet himself. When the poet gives personal
accounts, the excellence of a particular poem is a fallacious show of
genuine poetic power.

In Venus and Adonis, the impersonality of the dramatist, a superior
spirit, more conscious than the characters themselves, is at work. While in

play the vividness of effect is achieved by the speeches, actions, gestures,
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and passions of the actors. The result of all this is a curious illusion that the
characters are a part of whole not independent. Shakespeare has presented
the animal desires in circumstances best calculated to divert the attention of
the audience from it with the help of visual images, variegated events and
episodes, witty conceits, etc. There is no time to think of the moral aspect of
the story, or to brood over the erotic implication involved in the poem.

2.11.2 Use of Imagination

Shakespeare’s excellence is again marked in his poems through his
profound imagination. The images, beautiful and copied from nature, vividly
presented in words are powerful and precise and proofs of the original poetic
genius.

These images may be modified by :

l. A predominant passion; or

2. By thought and images awakened by that passion; or

3. When they create the effect of reducing multitude to unity or

4. when they are a succession to an instant; or lastly

5. When the poet is able to transfer from his own spirit a human and

intellectual life among the objects of nature which are basically

inert, inactive, cold and inanimate.

It is here that Shakespeare excels all other poets, and is able to
impart dignity to the objects he presents. Imagery is still more

characteristic:

1. It can mould and colour itself to the circumstances, passion or
character present in the mind of the poet. King Lear and Othello and his

sonnets are packed with such numerous instances.

2. Semblance of simultaneousness: With the help of a series of
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vivid and faithful images, Shakespeare precepts before us a succession of
pictures which give the semblance of simultaneousness.

2.11.3. Depth of Thought

Depth of thought is the most essential quality without which other
qualities cannot remain complete. Poetry imbibes human thoughts,
passions, emotions and human language. All these constituents of poetry
are skillfully handled by a poet, being a great thinker and philosopher.

Shakespeare’s creative power and the intellectual energy is in
conflict to excel each other in poetry. But the conflict is resolved
in his dramas. However, Venus and Adonis did not allow for the display
of the deeper passions. But in the tragic and pathetic story of Lucrece
the passions demand their inmost working.

The Rape of Lucrece is a web of all the artifices of the early poems:
(1) Wealth of imagery.
(ii))  Vivid and colourful descriptions.

(ii)  Ingenuity and subtlety of argument, reflected in the witty and
clever style.

(iv)  Abounding in allusions and conceits.

(v) Frequent interventions of the reflective utterance, reflecting
wider knowledge and energy of thought.

Shakespeare’s early poems discover their author as a young man
of keen eye and alert mind. He studied with labour and patience. His
knowledge was fully assimilated with his habitual feeling and thinking,
and in turn it gave birth to that stupendous power which seated him
on the summit along with Milton. They were geniuses of contrasted
temperaments, yet the two have added eternal glory to English literature.
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2.12 MULTIPLE CHOICE QUESTIONS
1. What does Coleridge mean by the term “esemplastic” in “Biographia Literaria”?
A) The ability of the primary imagination to create new ideas
B) The role of the poet as a critic
C) The power of the secondary imagination to unify diverse elements into a whole
D) The suspension of disbelief in poetry
2. According to Coleridge, what is the ultimate aim of poetry?
A) To entertain and amuse readers
B) To convey moral lessons
C) To communicate the poet’s personal experiences
D) To awaken the reader’s imagination and engage their intellect

3. In “Biographia Literaria,” Coleridge criticizes which contemporary poet for lacking
imagination and creativity?

A) William Wordsworth
B) John Keats

C) Lord Byron

D) William Blake

4. What is the significance of Coleridge’s distinction between “fancy” and “imagination” in
his critical theory?

A) It highlights the importance of visual imagery in poetry.
B) It underscores the role of nature in his poetry.
C) It emphasizes the need for rhyme and meter in poems.

D) It differentiates between mere surface-level creativity and deeper, transformative
poetic power.
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5. What literary concept does Coleridge consider central to the understanding of poetry
and criticism in “Biographia Literaria”?

A) Therole of irony

B) The sublime

C) The heroic couplet

D) The epistolary novel
Answers: 1c, 2d,3¢,4d,5b

2.13 EXAMINATION ORIENTED QUESTIONS

a) Briefly discuss Coleridge’s view on primary and secondary
imagination.
b) Discuss Coleridge’s view on a poem.

2.14 SUGGESTED READING

Coleridge, Samuel Taylor. Biographia Literaria. Gutenberg.org.
Gutenberg, July 2004. Web. 10 Aug. 2016.

Coleridge, Samuel Taylor. Biographia Literaria. Ed. J. Shawcross.
London: Clarendon Press, 1907. Print.
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CHAPTER XVI
POETS OF 15TH - 16TH CENTURY AND THE PRESENT AGE

Coleridge enumerates the striking points of difference between the poets of

the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and that of his own age. According
to him, all Christiandom, from its very beginning, has functioned as a single

body. Likewise artists and poets in one particular period in the various countries

exhibit peculiarities of style and composition. The peculiarities speak of
their fundamental unity and about their difference from characteristics of
other periods. The narrative poems of Shakespeare exhibit a conformity

of manner to contemporary Italian poets. The art of painting also follows

the same route. Coleridge says that in the contemporary times:

(1) Poets set great store by new and striking images in poetry.

(ii)  They prefer the specific and the individual personality in
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(i)
(iv)

(v)
(vi)

their character and descriptions.
They exhibit greater freedom and slackness in diction and metre.

They do not follow any definite principles in their metrical
arrangements.

For convenience and expediency, they even sacrifice logic.

In case of use of language, it has remained poetical simply because
it would be intolerable in conversational and prose form. Yet
even the poets who have tried to maintain the purity of the
language cannot say that they have been able to guard this purity
with the same enthusiasm with which the great Italian poets of
the 13th century did. The great poet Dante declares in his
[llustrious Vernacular that to guard the purity of the language is
the first duty of the poet, as it once contains the trophies of the
past, and the weapons of its future conquest. Similarly in modern
painting the entire interest has been shifted to the background.
The middle and foreground are left comparatively flat and
unattractive. To compare it with, in the works of great Italian
and Flemish masters, the front and middle objects of the landscape
are the most obvious and determinate. Here the interest gradually
declines in the background. The charm and peculiar worth of the
picture consists to lesser degree in the specific objects displayed
in visual language. Then the aim of the artist and the poet was
not originality and novelty of the subject, but in the superior
excellence in the treatment of even the common subjects and
themes.

The poetry of the distinguished poets of the 15th and 16th centuries
imbibed:

(1)

Imagery in general: Sun, moon, flowers, breeze, murmuring
streams, delicious shades, damsels, nymphs, goddesses, etc.
The thoughts are generally conventional. The distinction is
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(ii)

(iii)

achieved with an attractive treatment of the emotion and the vividness
of description.

Poetry was an art and the poet sought the refinement of diction with
simple and lucid expression. The poet used the language
and idioms of the cultivated society.

The poet did not strive for the novelty of metre and measure.
The experienced poets of England and Italy produced more
charming varieties by modifications and subtle balances of sound.
In the end Coleridge sums up by saying that a lasting and
undisputed fame can be achieved by the modern man of genius.
He only needs a successful hand in uniting the appropriateness,
felicity, polish, delicate grace and balance, a quality carried by
the ancient lyric poets, together with the finish and harmony of
their compositions to the real emotions, fresh and varied imagery.

CHAPTER XVII

3.2 COMMENT ON WORDSWORTH’S THEORY OF POETIC DICTION

Coleridge begins with a lengthy and irrelevant discussion of Wordsworth’s

critics. He is more particular about Wordsworth’s services in condemning

the poetic diction of the eighteenth century as is revealed in the following points:

(1)

(i1)
(iif)

(iv)

He was against the use of stock cliches and devices as substitutes
for natural expressions.

He tried to reform the poetic diction through his compositions.

Wordsworth rightly pointed out that in the original poets simile
and metaphor were the natural products of genuine and strong
passion, but in the hands of the later poets they merely became
artificial decorations without any outlet of the genuine emotions
and feelings. The later poets only tried to copy their figures of
speech.

He strived for truth and presence of nature in poetry.
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The verses both of his professed admirers and hostile critics clearly show

that they have been influenced by this theory and practice.

3.3. DISAGREEMENT BETWEEN HIM AND WORDSWORTH
Coleridge points out his differences with the views of Wordsworth,
as follows:

3.3.0. Poetic Diction

Wordsworth contented that “the proper diction of poetry in
general consists altogether in a language taken. . . from the mouths of
men in real life, a language which actually constitutes the natural

conversation of man under the influence of natural feelings”.
Coleridge’s objection is three-fold:
(a) That in any sense this rule is applicable only to certain classes of poetry.

(b)  That even to these classes it is not applicable, except in such a
sense as has never been denied or doubted by anyone; and

(c) That, as a rule, it is useless, if not injurious, and therefore either
need not or ought not to be practised.

3.3.1 Subjects or Themes

Wordsworth chose low and rustic life “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
plain and more emphatic language. . . . . ” In such a life the elementary
feeling exists in a simple form and is forcibly communicated in a

simple language.

Coleridge’s argument is based on two important considerations:

The perusal of the relevant poems in the Lyrical Ballads, shows

(1) that the characters employed in the best poems like ‘Brothers’

‘Michael’, ‘Ruth’, etc. are by no means taken from rustic or low
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life. Their excellence cannot be attributed to their rusticity. They
are small landed-proprietors under no necessity of working for
others but able to get a simple livelihood by strenuous labour.
Their education further, is the outcome of their knowledge of the
Bible and the hymn book.

Coleridge is of the opinion that for the human soul to prosper
in rustic life, a certain vantage ground is essential. Education or
original sensibility, or both, must pre-exist if the changes, forms, and
incidents of nature are to prove a sufficient stimulant. If they are not
sufficient, the mind contrasts and hardens by want of stimulants. In
other words, in the absence of independence and education the rustics,
instead of experiencing nature’s salutary influence, become selfish,
sensual, gross and hard-hearted. And thereby, the universe of Nature,
“the mighty world of eye and ear” becomes as useless as beautiful
pictures to the blind and music to the deaf.

Coleridge points out that a small group of rustics cannot represent
the whole lot. He accepts with full faith the principle of Aristotle:

(a) That poetry is essentially ideal,
(b) That it avoids and excludes all accidental,

(c) That its apparent individualities of rank, character or
occupation must be clothed with generic attributes, with the common
attributes of the class; not with such as one gifted individual might
possibly possess, but such as from his situation it is most probably
beforehand that he would possess. Wordsworth’s poem about rustic
and humble characters succeed only in the degree in which it conforms
to this Aristotalian principle. The moment he departs from this
principle, he fails. The Idiot Boy and Harry Gill are unimpressive
rustics, and they succeed only because they are located “in the vicinity
of interesting images”. Coleridge agrees with the two charges levelled
against the poem “The Idiot Boy” that:
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(1) the representation of the boy’s idiocy is disagreeably realistic;

(i1) there is little to choose between the mother’s silly indiscretion and
the boy’s idiocy.

Next is the defect of long-endedness or circumlocutory way of retelling
facts, in a narrative poem. But this defect is present in his own poem ‘The
Thorn’. In ‘The Thorn’ Wordsworth intends to present a narrative by a retired
seaman, one with leisure to go gossiping round the countryside. Coleridge
finds this part of the theory of Wordsworth unconvincing and defective.

3.4 LANGUAGE OF THE RUSTICS

Coleridge does not agree with Wordsworth’s view that the language of poetry
must be the language of the rustics purified “from all provincialism and grossness”
i.e. dialectical ugliness and bad grammar. Coleridge traces the following points against
this theory :

l. He avers that a rustic’s language purified from all provincialism and grossness,
and so far re-constructed as to be made consistent with the rules of grammar will
not differ from the language of any other man of common sense, however learned
or refined he may be. Also the notions to be conveyed by the rustics are fewer and

more indiscriminate.

2. The rustic aims solely to convey insulated facts, from the more imperfect
development of his faculties and from the lower state of his cultivation. But an
educated man chiefly seeks to discover and express those facts, from which

some more or less general law can be deduced.

3. The rustic’s vocabulary is a small collection of terms pertaining to
his basic needs; very similar to that of birds and animals. Occasionally they
may use words of educated speech that they may have come into contact with
in the church or some learned sources. Coleridge denies that the words and
combinations of words derived from the objects with which the rustic is
familiar can be justly said to form the best part of language. The best part of
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language is derived from reflection on the acts of the mind itself and apparently
rustics are incapable of'it. It is from the mouth of the civilized and educated society,
that the rustics pick up some words and phrases. The words are thus diffused
from the higher to the lower classes of society. The major role is played by the

religious instructors in this diffusion.
3.5 REAL LANGUAGE

Coleridge objects to Wordsworth’s use of the phrase “real language”. He
regards the word ‘real’ as equivocal. Every man’s language varies according to the
extent of his knowledge, the activity of his faculties and the depth and quickness of
his feelings.

Every man’s language has:

l. Its individuality
2. The common properties of the class to which he belongs
3. Words and phrases of universal use

The language of Wordsworth’s most homely composition differs from that
of a common peasant. There, the term ‘real’ must be substituted by ‘ordinary’ or
lingua communis. The language which is so highly extolled by Wordsworth varies in
every country, rather in every village, according to the accidental character of the
clergyman, the existence or absence of schools, or due to some other common

reasons.

Coleridge attempts to arrive at the meaning of the term ‘real’. He affirms
that there are three concentric areas of language. The innermost is the circle of
one’s personal and unique use of a language. The outermost is the poorest, and
this is the only area that Wordsworth’s real language can refer to.

3.6 USE OF THE PHRASE “IN A STATE OF EXCITEMENT”
Wordsworth later added the phrase “in a state of excitement”. Coleridge

argues the use of this phrase, as the property of passion is not to create, but to

56



set in an increased activity. The mind excited by even strongest passions cannot
create fresh words: If there is a paucity of ideas, there will be only meaningless
repetitions, and it is difficult to conjecture what assistance to the poet, or ornament

to the poem, these can supply.

A common uncultivated mind, overpowered by a strong passion, can only
utter broken words, or repeat certain set terms and phrases, and a literary artist
needs to take great care in turning these meaningless repetitions of uncultivated

minds into felicities of style.

Coleridge asserts that excitement cannot invent; it can only cause a ferment
in what already exists. Hence, the qualification, which Wordsworth tries to add is

without any significance.

CHAPTER XVIII

3.7 CONCLUDING REMARKS ON LANGUAGE OF POETRY

13

Coleridge gives a concluding remark on Wordsworth’s phrase
a selection of language really used by men”. In the beginning he explains what
do we mean by adopting the language of a class. His view is that the poet
does not adopt the language of a class merely by using the words understood
and used by that class, but also following the order in which the words of
such men succeed each other as for the conversation of uncultivated rustic
(1) it is fragmentary and disconnected. (2) He does not possess the under
perspective and sufficient knowledge to view things in their proper relations.
(3) The rustic mind cannot foresee the whole which it wishes to convey. (4) He

cannot arrange an idea into an organised whole.

But such is not the case with educated and cultivated people.
They can view things in their proper relations and can express the whole idea

as a complete unit.
3.7.0 Language of Prose and Metrical Composition

Coleridge proceeds to examine Wordsworth’s statement that
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3.8

“there neither is nor can be any essential difference between the language of
prose and metrical composition.” He disagrees with Wordsworth on the point.
According to Coleridge there exists a great difference between the styles of
prose and poetry, even though the words used in both are the same. He lays
emphasis on style and not on the use of metre and phrases. The style of
poetry is essentially different from that of prose. Then, Coleridge goes on to
examine Wordsworth’s statement that, “there neither is nor can be any
essential difference between the language of prose and metrical
composition.” According to Coleridge, Wordsworth’s claim must mean
that there cannot be a different organization of language of prose and
poetry, where as Coleridge contends that there must be a difference
because of the special conditions under which poetry is composed.

3.7.1 Wordsworth’s Contention

a) Language ofa large portion of every good poem, even of the most
elevated character, must not differ from that of good prose.

b) likewise some of the most interesting parts of the best poems may be
having the language of prose when prose is well-written.

3.7.2 Coleridge’s Reply

Coleridge replied with the statement that “things identical must be
convertible”. Therefore it is not enough for Wordsworth to say that certain
passages in great poetry are equally good as prose. Wordsworth has to
prove that all poetry would be equally good as prose and that all prose is
convertible into poetry.

The main factor responsible for the difference is the presence of metre in

poetic composition and its absence in even good and serious prose.
THE ORIGIN AND EFFECT OF METRE
3.8.0 The Origin

Coleridge traces the origin of metre to ‘balance in the mind affected’
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by that spontaneous effort which stirs to hold in check the workings of
passion on the impulse to allow the free overflow of feelings is balanced by
a conscious exercise of the will and judgement, for the foreseen purpose of
pleasure. Their balance of the opposites is effected in a poem by metre.

From this two necessary conditions of metrical composition emerge:

1. Since the elements of metre owe their existence to a state of increased
excitement, so the metre itself should be accompanied by the natural language
of excitement.

2. These elements are formed into metre by a voluntary act. It is an
artificial creation. The purpose is to blend delight with emotion. Thus the
exercise of will (volition) should be proportionately discernible throughout
the metrical composition.

That is to say that in a poem there must be perfect union or
reconciliation of these two conditions. There must be an interpenetration
of passion, of will, of spontaneous impulse and of voluntary purpose.
When these two elements-the one of nature and other of art, are so united,
the metaphors and figures which are the natural and spontaneous
language of passion become part and parcel of poetry. Art co-exists
and blends with nature to produce an effect through design. That would
require art and deliberate efforts on the part of the poet and their union
can be best manifested in a language which is picturesque and vivifying.

3.8.1 The Effect of Metre

Coleridge believes that since metre is an organic part of
poetry, it is vitally connected with its effect also. This effect may be
described as an increased likeliness and susceptibility, of the
general feelings of the reader and his attention. The effect of metre is
produced by the continual excitement of surprise. It has the power to
load the language and render it pleasurable.

3.8.2 Pleasure of Metre is Conditional
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Pleasure of metre itself is conditional. It depends on the
appropriateness of thought and expression, to which the metrical
form is superseded. Coleridge argues that metre is only an accessory in
itself. Therefore metrical composition must be accompanied by a rich
thought content and poetic diction. Metre assumes a great importance
when it is combined with other elements in the poem.

3.8.3 Metre: Stimulant of Attention

Before the invention of printing, rather before the introduction
of writing, metre possessed an independent value as an aid to memory.
It helped in preservation of series of truths and incidents; their metre
is simply a stimulant of attention.

Coleridge does not agree with Wordsworth’s statement that
metrical excitement produces pleasure. He says that pleasure depends
on the appropriateness of thoughts and expressions to which metre
has been added. A poet, to him, writes in metre to create a piece
different from prose. But where the language is not up to the mark,
metre itself often becomes feeble.

3.8.4 Coleridge’s Conclusion

Coleridge concludes that metre is an integral part of poetry. Poetry
is imperfect and defective without metre. In a poem the sense may be
good and weighty, the language correct and dignified, and the subject
interesting and treated with feeling. Yet the style may be blamed as
prosaic, because the words and the order of words despite finding
their appropriate place, would not be suitable to metrical composition.

Coleridge refers to the practice of the best poets of all countries
and of all ages, in support of his argument and arrives at the final
conclusion that “in every import of the word essential. There may be, is,
and ought to be an essential difference between the language of prose
and of metrical composition.”

The best and surest guide in poetic composition is the poet’s own
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intuition. It helps him to choose his own language, figures and style.
If a rule is imposed from without, poetry would cease to be poetry
and become a mechanical work of art. Poetry must grow and evolve
according to its own inherent laws under the inference of the shaping
powers of imagination.

CHAPTER XIX

3.9 COMMENT ON WORDSWORTH’S THEORY OF STYLE.

Sometimes it appears from certain passages in the Preface that
Wordsworth wanted to introduce a new theme in English poetry: The new theme
of treatment of low and rustic life and the necessity of a close accordance with
actual language of men. But from the drift of the argument that follows, it is
quite clear that he wanted to apply it to all kinds of poetry.

According to Coleridge this theory is so groundless and absurd that it
is hard to believe that a great poet like Wordsworth himself seriously
entertained it. Coleridge surmises, Wordsworth being disgusted with
the artificial poetic diction of the eighteenth century formulated his own theory
of poetry. In this theory he carried his love for the language of nature and
good sense to the opposite extreme. Instead of the gaudy and artificial poetic
diction, which was remote from the language of the rustics he preferred the
later which was simple and natural and close to real life.

The real object which Wordsworth had in mind can be best put in the
words of Grave, “The talent which is required to make excellent verse lies in
seeking only the apt expressions of thoughts, and yet to find at the same time
with it the rhyme and the metre to write verses in which everything was
expressed just as one would wish to talk, and yet all dignified, attractive and
interesting at the same time, perfectly correct as to the measure to the syllables
and the rhyme.”

This plain but prevalent style is not something new in English poetry.
Spenser clearly manifests it in his Faerie Queen. Several poems of Cotton
and Waller’s song are admirable specimens of this style. This style marks
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the poems of Chaucer, the father of English Poetry. His poem Troilus and Cressida is
a fine example of the simple, natural and unstudied style. George Herbert, a
seventeenth century religious poet, illustrating the characteristic fault
of the elder poets is just the opposite of the more recent poets. He conveys
the most fantastic thoughts in the most correct and natural language, while
the recent poets convey the most trivial ideas in the most fantastic language.
Herbert’s poetry is an enigma of thoughts. That of the recent (contemporary of
Coleridge) poets is a riddle of words to convey the most trivial thoughts.

CHAPTER XX
3.10 CONCLUDING REMARKS ON THE THEORY OF POETIC DICTION

Coleridge says that it is surprising that a theory of poetic diction which
recommends the common language as the best medium of poetic expression,
should have come from a poet whose style, next to Shakespeare and Milton,
is the most individualized. It uniforms adherence to genuine. Logical English
is undoubtedly Wordsworth’s quality for which he is distinguished among his
contemporaries. A man of taste who has read three or four principle plays of
Shakespeare will have little difficulty in recognising even a small quotation
from any of his plays. Similar is the case with Wordsworth. His style is so
highly individualized that it is easily recognizable even when he speaks through
his characters in his poems.

However it would be difficult to select from Wordsworth’s more elevated
compositions instances of a diction peculiarly his own. Coleridge selects
examples from the ‘Boy of Winander- Mere’ the noble imitation of Drayton in
the Joanna, and the Song at the Feast of Brougham Castle. The Excursion,
demands a more dignified and pompous style to maintain the dignity of the
theme, for the language of the most part is sufficiently common. But his diction
is very different from the language actually spoken by people.

For instance, Wordsworth describes a bird singing loudly as, “the thrush
is busy in the wood”, or the boys with a string of club-moss round their rusty
hats as, “the boys with their green coronate”, or of the beauty of May-day as,
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“Both earth and Sky keep Jubilee”, or the reflection of the sky in water as, “that
uncertain heaven received into the bosom ofthe steady lake.”

A detailed analysis of the theory brings Coleridge to conclude on
a very positive note that if all that literal adherence to the theory of his
Preface is excluded from Wordsworth’s poetic composition, at least two-third
of the marked beauties of his poetry would be erased. He says that quite
a few intelligent readers of Wordsworth’s poetry have frankly confessed to
him that many passages in his works have awakened a meditative mood
in them at different times as compared to any other modern work.

3.11 EXAMINATION ORIENTED QUESTIONS

a) Why did Coleridge disagree with Wordsworth’s view that
the language of poetry must be the language of rustic.

b) Discuss Coleridge’s origin and effect of metre.

3.12 MULTIPLE CHOICE QUESTIONS

1.  What is the primary difference between Coleridge and Wordsworth’s views
on imagination in poetry?

A) Coleridge emphasizes primary imagination, while Wordsworth focuses on
secondary imagination.

B) Coleridge dismisses the role of imagination, while Wordsworth believes it
is central.

C) Both share the same view on imagination in poetry.
D) Coleridge and Wordsworth do not discuss imagination in their theories.

2.  How do Coleridge and Wordsworth differ in their approach to the use of
language in poetry?

A) Coleridge advocates for the use of everyday language, while Wordsworth
prefers archaic and complex language.

B) Coleridge and Wordsworth both favor highly ornate and flowery language.

C) Both Coleridge and Wordsworth argue for the use of formal poetic diction.
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D) Wordsworth promotes the use of simple and natural language, while
Coleridge values precision and richness of language.

Which poet believes that poetry should arise from “emotion recollected in
tranquility”?

A) Coleridge
B) Wordsworth
C) Both

D) Neither

In contrast to Wordsworth, how does Coleridge view the role of the poet’s
personal experiences in poetry?

A) Coleridge believes personal experiences should be the sole focus of poetry.
B) Wordsworth and Coleridge share the same view on this matter.

C) Coleridge emphasizes the importance of universal and imaginative

experiences over personal ones.
D) Coleridge dismisses the idea of personal experiences influencing poetry.

Which poet famously emphasized the concept of the “spontaneous overflow
of powerful feelings” in poetry?

A) Coleridge
B) Wordsworth
C) Both

D) Neither

How do Coleridge and Wordsworth differ in their views on nature’s role in
poetry?

A) Coleridge believes that nature is irrelevant in poetry, while Wordsworth
sees it as the central theme.

64



B) Both poets share the same perspective on nature’s role in poetry.

C) Coleridge values nature only as a source of picturesque imagery, while
Wordsworth believes it reflects spiritual truths.

D) Wordsworth disregards nature in his poetry, while Coleridge finds inspiration
in urban settings.

What does Coleridge argue about the relationship between poetry and
philosophy?

A) Poetry and philosophy should always be separate.

B) Poetry and philosophy can be integrated to explore profound truths.
C) Wordsworth strongly disagrees with Coleridge on this matter.

D) Coleridge believes philosophy should never be a part of poetry.

Which poet is more concerned with the supernatural and the mysterious in
their poetry and criticism?

A) Coleridge
B) Wordsworth
C) Both

D) Neither

What does Wordsworth argue about the ideal poetic process in contrast to
Coleridge?

A) Wordsworth believes in meticulous planning and revision, while Coleridge
supports spontaneous inspiration.

B) Both Wordsworth and Coleridge advocate for spontaneous inspiration.
C) Wordsworth and Coleridge have the same view on the ideal poetic process.

D) Wordsworth doesn’t provide a clear stance on the poetic process.
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10. Which poet’s theory of poetry places a stronger emphasis on the “inward
eye” and the imagination’s creative power?

A) Coleridge
B) Wordsworth
C) Both
D) Neither
Answer:1a, 2d, 3b,4¢,5b,6¢,7b,8a,9a,10a

3.13 SUGGESTED READING

Burwick, Frederick. Coleridge's Biographia Literaria: Text and
Meaning. USA: Ohio State University Press, 1989. Print.

Fogle, Richard Harter. The Idea of Coleridge's Criticism. Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1962. Print.

%k sk ook okock %k

66



M.A. ENGLISH SEM. II1 LESSON : 4
COURSE CODE : ENG-311 UNIT : 11

JOHN KEATS: LETTER TO JOHN TAYLOR
(FEB 27, 1818)

STRUCTURE

4.1  Introduction

4.2  Objectives

4.3 Keats’ Letters (1817-1820)

4.4  John Taylor

4.5  The Letter to John Taylor

4.6  Critical Observations on the Letter
4.7  Keats’ Poetic Ambition

4.8 Let Us Sum Up

4.9  Multiple Choice Questions (MCQs)
4.10 Examination Oriented Questions

4.11 Suggested Reading

4.1 INTRODUCTION

John Keats was an apprentice to an apothecary-surgeon at the age of
fifteen. It is very impressive that at such a young age Keats was able to
understand medical terminology and assist in medical procedures. Keats left
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the medical field to become a writer. Keats’ leaving the medical field
demonstrates how much he loved poetry and writing.

In one of his letters Keats testifies that he cannot write about a subject
because he has not had the proper number of years to study it. This shows
Keats’ commitment to present information as thoroughly and accurately as
possible. Keats goes on to say that he is certain of nothing but the truth in
imagination. This proclamation may be controversial because it seems as
though he is suggesting that imagination and love register more truth than
the dictates of religion.

In the letter Keats describes imagination as truth proclaiming that
he has yet to find truth in logic: “The Imagination may be compared
to Adam’s dream-he awoke and found it truth. I am the more zealous in this
affair, because I have never yet been able to perceive how anything can be
known for truth by consecutive reasoning-and yet it must be-Can it be that
even the greatest Philosopher ever arrived at his goal without putting
aside numerous objections-However it may be, O for a Life of Sensations rather
than of Thoughts!”The letters of John Keats begin in 1816 and end with his
death in 1821. They are very much a personal record, so much so
that their publication in the nineteenth century occasioned notable critical
hostility. The Victorians were shocked by these letters. Men like Matthew
Arnold and even Algernon Swinburne stated that they were too emotional, and
should not be presented to public view. Modern criticism has taken a completely
different viewpoint; the love letters are acknowledged to be among the greatest
of their kind and the passages on criticism are now thought to be major

documents of Romantic aesthetics.
4.2 OBJECTIVES

This lesson examines the significance of the letters of Keats with a
special discussion on his letter to John Taylor written on 27 February 1821.

4.3 KEATS’ LETTERS (1817-1820)
Keats’ letters, which were first published in installments in 1848
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and 1878, were initially thought of as distractions from his poetry. In the
twentieth century, however, these documents became much more highly
regarded. Modernist poet and critic T.S. Eliot wrote, “There is hardly one
statement of Keats about poetry which...will not be found to be true, and what is
more, true for greater and more mature poetry than anything Keats ever wrote.”
Keats used letter-writing as a way of synthesizing his thoughts and philosophy,
especially in the abundant letters he wrote to his brother George and his sister-
in-law Georgiana, who had moved to the United States. Some of his most noted
philosophical concepts-the chameleon poet, negative capability, and the
Mansion of Many Apartments- took form in his letters. The letters also appear
to have influenced Keats’ poetry; for example, in an 1817 letter to Benjamin
Bailey, he wrote, “I am certain of nothing but the holiness of the Heart’s
affections and the truth of Imagination—What the imagination seizes as Beauty
must be truth,” thus presaging one of his most famous lines in “Ode on a Grecian
Urn”. He also composed perhaps his most well-regarded poem, “To Autumn”,
after noting the beauty of the season in a letter to John Hamilton Reynolds.

Here is a list of some famous, oft-quoted comments and views expressed

in his letters:

o I am certain of nothing but the holiness of the heart’s affections
and the truth of imagination-what the imagination seizes as beauty must

be truth - whether it existed before or not.
Letter to Benjamin Bailey (November 22, 1817).

J The imagination may be compared to Adam’s dream - he awoke and
found it truth.

Letter to Benjamin Bailey (November 22, 1817).

o O for a life of Sensations rather than of Thoughts!
Letter to Benjamin Bailey (November 22, 1817).

o I scarcely remember counting upon happiness - I look not for it if it be
not in the present hour - nothing startles me beyond the moment. The
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setting sun will always set me to rights, or if a sparrow come before my

Window I take part in its existence and pick about the gravel.
Letter to Benjamin Bailey (November 22, 1817).

At once it struck me what quality went to form a man of achievement,
especially in literature, and which Shakespeare possessed so enormously
- I mean negative capability, that is, when a man is capable of being in
uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact

and reason.
Letter to George and Thomas Keats (December 22, 1817).

They will explain themselves- as all poems should do without any

comment.
Letter to George Keats (1818).

Nothing is finer for the purposes of great productions than a very gradual
ripening of the intellectual powers.

Letter to his brother (January 23, 1818).

Poetry should be great and unobtrusive, a thing which enters into one’s
soul, and does not startle it or amaze it with itself, but with its subject.

Letter to John Hamilton Reynolds (Februrary 3, 1818).

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. Poetry should be
great and unobtrusive, a thing which enters into one’s soul, and does

not startle or amaze with itself, but with its subject.
Letter to John Hamilton Reynolds (February 3, 1818).

Many have original minds who do not think it — they are led away by
custom — Now it appears to me that almost any man may like the spider

spin from his own inwards his own citadel.
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Letter to John Hamilton Reynolds (February 19, 1818).

In Poetry I have a few axioms, and you will see how far I am from their
centre. 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 remembrance — Its touches of Beauty
should never be halfway thereby making the reader breathless instead of
content: the rise, the progress, the setting of imagery should like the
Sun come natural to him — shine over him and set soberly although in
magnificence leaving him in the luxury of twilight — 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.

Letter to John Taylor (February 27, 1818).

Scenery is fine — but human nature is finer.

Letter to Benjamin Bailey (March 13, 1818).

Every mental pursuit takes its reality and worth from the ardour of the pursuer.
Letter to Benjamin Bailey (March 13, 1818).

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.

Letter to John Hamilton Reynolds (May 3, 1818).

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.
Letter to John Hamilton Reynolds (May 3, 1818).

I am certain I have not a right feeling towards women - at this moment
I am striving to be just to them, but I cannot. Is it because they fall so
far beneath my boyish imagination? When I was a schoolboy I thought
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a fair woman a pure Goddess; my mind was a soft nest in which some

one of them slept, though she knew it not.

Letter to Benjamin Bailey (July 18, 1818).

There is an awful warmth about my heart like a load of immortality.
Letter to John Hamilton Reynolds (September 22, 1818).

I begin to get a little acquainted with my own strength and weakness.
Praise or blame has but a momentary effect on the man whose love of

beauty in the abstract makes him a severe critic on his own works.
Letter to James Hessey (October 9, 1818).

I have written independently without Judgment. 1 may write
independently, and with Judgment, hereafter. The Genius of Poetry must
work out its own salvation in a man: It cannot be matured by law
and precept, but by sensation and watchfulness in itself - That which
is creative must create itself- In Endymion, 1 leaped headlong into the
sea, and thereby have become better acquainted with the Soundings, the
quicksands, and the rocks, than if I had stayed upon the green shore,
and piped a, silly pipe, and took tea and comfortable advice. I was never
afraid of failure; for I would sooner fail than not be among the
greatest.

Letter to James Hessey (October 9, 1818).
I think I shall be among the English Poets after my death.
Letter to George and Georgiana Keats (October 14, 1818).

The poetical character... 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, be it fair or foul, high or low, rich or poor, mean or
elevated. — It has as much delight in conceiving an lago as an Imogen.

What shocks the virtuous philospher, delights the chameleon poet.
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Letter to Richard Woodhouse (October 27, 1818).

A poet is the most unpoetical of anything in existence; because he has no
identity — he is continually informing — and filling some other body.

Letter to Richard Woodhouse (October 27, 1818).

A man’s life of any worth is a continual allegory — and very few
eyes can see the mystery of life — a life like the Scriptures, figurative.
Lord Byron cuts a figure, but he is not figurative. Shakespeare led a
life of allegory: his works are the comments on it.

Letter to George and Georgiana Keats (February 14 - May 3, 1819).

Nothing ever becomes real till it is experienced — Even a proverb is
no proverb to you till your Life has illustrated it.

Letter to George and Georgiana Keats (February 14-May 3, 1819).

I myself am pursuing 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?

Letter to George and Georgiana Keats (March 19, 1819).
Call the world if you please “The vale of soul-making.”
Letter to George and Georgiana Keats (April 21, 1819).

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.

To Fanny Brawne (July 25, 1819)

I have nothing to speak of but my self-and what can I say but what I feel.
Letter to John Hamilton Reynolds (August 24, 1819).
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“If I should die,” said I to myself, “I have left no immortal work behind
me — nothing to make my friends proud of my memory — but I have
loved the principle of beauty in all things, and if I had had time I
would have made myself remembered.”

To Fanny Brawne (c. February 1820).

You are always new. The last of your kisses was ever the sweetest; the
last smile the brightest; the last movement the gracefullest.

Letter to Fanny Brawne (March 1820).

You might curb your magnanimity, and be more of an artist, and load

every rift of your subject with ore.
Letter to Percy Bysshe Shelley (August 1820).

I can scarcely bid you good-bye, even in a letter. I always made an
awkward bow. God bless you!

Letter to Charles Armitage Brown (November 30, 1820).

Throughout the letters there are many references to the great
men who created the literature of England. Keats, although not
formally educated in literary studies, was conscious of his heritage
as a writer. One of the great themes of these letters is therefore English
literature itself, and Keats’ relationship to it. He mentions the names
of Shakespeare and Milton often, and he continually tries to orient
his own attitudes and work toward the great works of the past. In
writing to his brother he goes through a whole catalogue of poets
and essayists, in the process showing his strong sense of belonging
to a community of the literate. He reveals that he reads matter outside
what might be thought of as the range of poetry: the works of Voltaire,
Gibbon, and Rabelais. In addition to these he reveals that he is
interested in and indeed familiar with the work of Swift among the

older writers, and with the whole spectrum of literature in his century:
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Wordsworth, Byron, Shelley, Hunt, Scott, and Hazlitt. Keats mentions
these men and others often, and generally he reveals the operation of
a strong critical sense. He tries not only to understand what these
writers represent, but in what ways he himself can come to terms

with them as a writer.
4.4 JOHN TAYLOR

John Taylor (1781-1864) was a publisher, essayist and writer. He is
noted as the publisher of the poets, John Keats and John Clare. He was born
in East Retford, Nottinghamshire, the son of James Taylor and Sarah Drury;
his father was a printer and bookseller. He attended school first at Lincoln
Grammar School and then he went to the Local Grammar School in Retford.
He was originally apprenticed to his father, but eventually he moved to London
and worked for James Lacking Ton in 1803. Taylor left after a short while
because of low pay.

Taylor formed a partnership with James Augustus Hessey (1785-1870),
as Taylor & Hessey, at 93 Fleet Street, London. In 1819, through his cousin
Edward Drury, a bookseller in Stamford, he was introduced to John Clare
of Helpston in Northamptonshire. He polished Clare’s grammar and spelling
for publication. He was also Keats’ publisher, and published works
by Lamb, Coleridge and Hazlitt.

In 1821 John Taylor became involved in publishing Blackwood'’s
Magazine. In later years he became Bookseller and Publisher to the then
new University of London and, in formal partnership with James Walton,
moved to Upper Gower Street. As such he developed a line in what was then
the new and developing field of standard academic text books. After Taylor’s
death, many of his manuscripts were put up for sale at Sotheby’s, but the poets
of the Regency era were out of fashion, and the total only fetched about £250.
In contrast, when sold in 1897, the manuscripts of Endymion and Lamia fetched
£695 and £305 respectively.
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4.5

THE LETTER TO JOHN TAYLOR
Hampstead, February 27th, 1818

Hampstead, 27 February
My dear Taylor -

Your alteration strikes me as being a great Improvement - And now [
will attend to the punctuations you speak of - The comma should be
at soberly, and in the other passage, the Comma should follow quiet. 1
am extremely indebted to you for this attention, and also for your after
admonitions. 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 - In
poetry I have a few axioms, and you will see how far I am from their

centre.

Ist. 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 remembrance.

2d. Its touches of beauty should never be half-way, thereby making
the reader breathless, instead of content. The rise, the progress, the
setting of Imagery should, like the sun, seem natural to him, shine
over him, and set soberly, although in magnificence, leaving him in
the luxury of twilight. But it is easier to think what poetry should be,
than to write it - And this leads me 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!’ 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 understand

Shakespeare to his depths; and I have I am sure many friends, who, if
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I fail, will attribute any change in my life and temper to humbleness
rather than 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 [ may forget it and proceed. I have copied the
3rd Book and begun the 4th.

Your sincere and obliged friend,
John Keats
4.6 CRITICAL OBSERVATIONS ON THE LETTER

Keats wrote this letter while revising Endymion and, in it, lays out his
axioms for poetry. The letter was written by Keats to his publisher John Taylor
who belonged to the firm of Taylor and Hessey, publishers of Keats’ Endymion,
The Eve of St. Agnes, etc.

Keats was very particular about the documentation of the poetical scripts.
He was careful about the punctuation part of them too. While going through
the proof of The Eve of St. Agnes, he was struck with an alteration in the seventh
stanza made by the publisher;

“...her maiden eyes incline

Still on the floor, while many a sleeping train
Pass by...”

Keats retained what he had written originally:
Full of this whim was thoughtful Madeline:
The music, yearning like a God in pain,
Fix’d on the floor, saw many a sweeping train
Pass by- she heeded not all: in vain

Came many a tiptoe, amourous Cavalier,

And back retir’d; not cool’d by high disdain,

77



But she saw not: her heart was otherwhere;
She sigh’d for Agnes’ dreams, the sweetest of the year.

Keats’ lines show more aesthetic mellowness than those of the
proofreader’s. Keats’ phrase ‘her maiden eyes divine’ shows typically Keatsian
coiling and spiraling of epithets. He is distinguished by his remarkable epithets.
It will be worthwhile to introduce the learner with Keats’ epithets in some
phrases from his odes:

1. ...a silent deep disguised plot

ii. Ripe was the drowsy hour

iii. ..watchful with fatigued eye

iv. ...evening’s steep’d in honied silence
V. ...sleep...embroider’d with dim dreams
vi. ...beaded bubbles winking at the brim
vii.  ...leaden eyed despair

viii.  ...verdurous glooms and winding mossy ways
iX. ...embalmed darkness

X. ...rich to die

Xi. ...leaf-fringed legend

xil.  ...charm’d magic casements

xiii. ...cool-rooted flowers fragrant eyed
xiv.  ...amorous glowworm of the sky

XV. ...chain- swung censer teeming

xvi.  Pale-mouth’d prophet dreaming
xvil. ...fond believing lyre
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xviil. Season of mists and mellow fruitfulness
xix. Close bosom friend of the maturing sun

The key to Keats’ poetic excellence lies largely in the manipulation of
the adjective. Keats was conscious of the use of every comma too.

Keats talks of three axioms in his poetry. These axioms are central to
his poems and his words may be on the periphery. The very first axiom that
he points out is that 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 Remembrance. Thus, poetry should be
overwhelming with sublime thoughts. It should appear as if the poet were
rephrasing or giving expression to his thoughts. A poem should appear as a
kind of recollection or memoir. Keats comes very close to Wordsworth’s
definition of poetry as ‘the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings’ and

‘emotions recollected in tranquility.’

(19

The second axiom about Poetry as described by Keats is that “its
touches of Beauty should never be half way, thereby making the reader
breathless instead of content: the rise, the progress, the setting of imagery
should the sun come natural to him- shine over him and set soberly although
in magnificence leaving him in the Luxury of twilight- but it is easier to think
what Poetry should be than to write it.” This is a wonderful statement about
the aesthetics of poetry and its beauty of imagery. The images should not be
far-fetched, complex and alienated to make the reader perplexed and irritated.
Poetry must be a source of contentment and satisfaction in its mellowness
and serenity. Poetic imagery must be like natural sunshine: it should not be
unnecessarily scholastic and artificial. It should be spontaneous and sprawling
over the composition like the warming sun in winter. It must enlighten the
reader with its luxurious magnificence. The poet is aware of the fact that it is
more easily said than done. To postulate and formulate the aesthetic theories
is one thing and to write a poem is another. It is not every poet’s cup of tea to
incorporate finer technicalities of imagery and composition in a poem. A poem

is an entity in itself: it must exist sui generis- as a class by itself.
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The third axiom as stated by Keats is that “if Poetry comes not as
naturally as the leaves to a tree it had better not come at all.” The poet’s
conviction is that a poem should grow organically from within. Buds, flowers
and leaves cannot be forcibly pulled out like teeth from one’s mouth.
Thematically and imagistically, things must not look artificially imposed or
pasted like stickers with glue. Keats, thus, emphasizes spontaneity in poetic

creation.

Keats does not recognize a forced composition as a poem. Alexander
Pope’s The Rape of the Lock does not conform to the axioms and yardsticks
as pointed out by Keats. According to him the incorporation of the Rosicrucian
doctrine and classification of women as nymphs, sylphs, gnomes and
salamanders would be outright absurd. Pope transcends the limits of
naturalness in his 7he Rape of the Lock. The way he described Belinda’s toilet
was nonsensical and absurd according to the norms set by Keats. He
distinguishes between the poets and the hosts of poetasters and rhymesters.

Keats writes in the letter, “I cannot help looking into new countries
with ‘O for Muse of fire to ascend!’- if Endymion serves me as a pioneer
perhaps ought to be content. Keats was inquisitive to discover and explore
new realms in poetry. He had already declared in his sonnet “On First
Looking into Chapman’s Homer”:

Much have I traveled in the realms of gold

And many goodly states and kingdoms seen;
Round many western islands have I been,

Which bards in featly to Apollo hold.

Oft of one wide expanse had I been told

That deep- browed Homer rules as his demesne;
Yet did I never breathe its pure serene

Till I heard Chapman speak out loud and bold:
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Then I felt I like some watcher of the skies

When a new planet swims into his ken,

When Keats discovered Homer through Chapman’s translations,
he experienced as if a new planet swam into his range of perception.
In his Endymion, Keats explored and surveyed the entire perspective
of Greek mythology. It was surely a pioneering effort on his part. Endymion
appeared in four books and was published in 1818. It narrates the story of
Endymion- ‘the brain- sick shepherd-prince’ of Mt. Lantos, with whom the
moon-goddess (Cynthia/Phoebe) falls in love. With this story are mingled the
legends of Venus and Adonis, of Glaucus and Scylla, and of Arethusa.
Endymion includes in Book one ‘Hymn to Pan’. In his preface to Endymion,
Keats described the work as ‘a feverish attempt rather a deed accomplished.”
It is a product of sensation rather than thought. The allegory, which is
somewhat obscure, represents the poet pursuing the ideal of perfection but
he is distracted from his quest by human beauty. The poem was vehemently
criticized in Blackwood’s Magazine and The Quarterly. In Endymion, Keats
tries to be another Homer as Virgil does in the Aeneid. He explores Greek
mythology exclusively and intensively.

4.7 KEATS’ POETIC AMBITION

Keats’ “Letter to John Taylor” clearly reveals his views on poetry.
It shows that he had matured and observed sensitive opinions on poetry
and poets. His statement, “That if Poetry comes not as naturally as the
leaves to a tree it had better not come at all” has become a usual critical
description. The likening of poems to leaves to a tree is quite remarkable.
Although Keats wrote that “if poetry comes not as naturally as the Leaves to a
tree it had better not come at all”, poetry did not come easily to him; his work
was the fruit of a deliberate and prolonged classical self-education. He may
have possessed an innate poetic sensibility, but his early works were clearly

those of a young man learning his craft. His first attempts at verse were often
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vague, languorously narcotic and lacking a clear eye. His poetic sense was
based on the conventional tastes of his friend Charles Cowden Clarke, who
first introduced him to the classics, and also came from the predilections of
Hunt’s Examiner, which Keats read as a boy. Hunt scorned the Augustan or
‘French’ school, dominated by Pope, and attacked the earlier Romantic poets
Wordsworth and Coleridge, now in their forties, as unsophisticated, obscure
and crude writers. Indeed, during Keats’ few years as a published poet, the
reputation of the older Romantic school was at its lowest ebb. Keats came to
echo these sentiments in his work, identifying himself with a ‘new school’ for
a time, somewhat alienating him from Wordsworth, Coleridge and Byron
and providing the basis from the scathing attacks from Blackwoods and
The Quarterly.

4.8 LET US SUM UP

Keats’ letters, although often poignant, reveal the sense of enjoyment
with which he wrote, and reflect the active searching of a youthful and ever-
developing mind. They are filled with vigor, quality, and individuality, making
them essential reading for a deeper understanding of Keats’ poetry and
poetic thought. Keats claims to have grasped “Shakespeare to his depths”
and he cowers down under the weight of his wings of Poesy. He is extremely
grateful to Shakespeare. Keats’ letters abound with references to Shakespeare’s
plays and sonnets. Middleton Murray wrote Keats and Shakespeare to appreciate
Keats and Shakespeare. Keats shows his extraordinary interest in Shakespeare’s
plays and sonnets by quoting copiously from them. Keats appreciated the
exquisite feeling of love as expressed in his sonnets. According to Matthew
Arnold, Keats ranks with Shakespeare. This judgment cannot be summarily
dismissed. The letter discussed above speaks volumes of Keats’ aesthetic
sensibility and critical talent.

4.9 MULTIPLE CHOICE QUESTIONS (MCQs)
1. According to Keats, The Imagination may be compared to:

(a) Adam's dream
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(b)  Apollo's light

(¢) Sylvan historian

(d)  Muse's lamp

Who wrote Keats and Shakespeare?
(a)  Algernon Swinburne

(b) Cleanth Brooks

(¢) Middleton Murray

(d) Matthew Arnold

Complete this statement by Keats: Scenery is fine but ----- is finer.
(a) Beauty
(b)  Truth

(c) Sensuousness
(d) Human nature

Keats wrote the letter to John Taylor on February 27th, 1818 while

revising:

(a) Lamia

(b) The Eve of St Agnes

(c)  Endymion

(d)  Hyperion

According to Keats, Poetic imagery must not be:
(a) spontaneous and sprawling

(b) scholastic and artificial

(c) far-fetched, complex and alienated

(d) BothBandC
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10.

Which of the following is the moon-goddess?

(a) Venus
(b)  Phoebe
(¢) Adonis
(d) Scylla

Who first introduced Keats to the classics?
(a) Cowden Clarke

(b)  John Taylor

(c) Chapman

(d)  Shelley

Who attacked the earlier Romantic poets Wordsworth and
Coleridge as unsophisticated, obscure and crude writers?

(a) Cowden Clarke

(b)  Hunt

(c) John Taylor

(d) None of these

Who said, “Keats ranks with Shakespeare” ?
(a) Middleton Murray

(b)  Shelley

(c) Matthew Arnold

(d)  John Taylor

Who was the editor of John Keats: A Reassessment published by
Liverpool in 1958?
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(a)  Briggs, Harold F
(b)  Dickstein, Morris
(¢) Gettings, Robert

(d) Kenneth, Muir

Answers: 1. (a); 2. (¢); 3. (d); 4. (¢); 5. (d); 6. (b); 7. (a); 8. (b);

4.10

4.11

9. (c); 10. (d).
EXAMINATION ORIENTED QUESTIONS
Discuss Keats’ use of epithets in his poetry.
What are the three axioms formulated by Keats as applicable to poetry?
Write a short note on Keats’ Endymion.
SUGGESTED READING

(ed.) Weekes, A.R.: John Keats: The Odes. London: University
Tutorial Press.

Briggs, Harold F. The Complete Poetry and Selected Prose by
John Keats. New York: Modern Library, 1951.

Dickstein, Morris: “Keats and Politics.” Studies in Romanticism
25, Summer 1986.

Gettings, Robert (ed.): Letters of John Keats: A Selection. OUP. 1970
Graves, Robert: Greek Myths. Harmondsworth. Penguin. 1955

Kenneth Muir (ed.): John Keats: A Reassessment. Liverpool.1958
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M.A. ENGLISH SEM. II1 LESSON : 5
COURSE CODE : ENG-311 UNIT : 11

KEATS’ LETTERS TO GEORGE AND THOMAS

KEATS (DECEMBER 21, 1817 & FEBRUARY 14, 1818)

STRUCTURE

5.1 Introduction

5.2 Objectives

5.3  Keats’ Letter to George and Thomas Keats (December 21, 1817
& February 14, 1818)

5.4  Annotations and References I

5.5 On Negative Capability

5.6  Keats’ Letter to George and Thomas Keats (February 14, 1818)

5.7  Annotations and References II

5.8 Let Us Sum Up

5.9  Examination Oriented Questions

5.10 Multiple Choice Questions (MCQs)

5.11 Suggested Reading

5.1 INTRODUCTION

Keats was a West countryman by his descent but a Londoner by

birth. His father Thomas Keats was employed as an ostler in livery stables in
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Finsbury. He married his master’s daughter Frances Jennings. He was a man of
‘remarkably fine common sense and native respectability.” His wife was a smart
woman. From this marriage sprang John Keats, George, Tom; Edward, who
died in infancy; and one daughter, Francis Mary (Fanny). Obviously, Keats did
not belong to aristocratic family. He was not brought up with a silver spoon in
his mouth. This fact must always be borne in mind in the context of the ‘Cockney
School of Poetry’ and his Radicalism.

Keats acquainted himself with English literature at a private school,
Enfield, managed by Rev. John Clarke. His teacher was Charles Cowden
Clarke. Keats also had a penchant for fighting. He would fight anyone, his
brothers Tom and George among the rest. It does not mean that he did not
have an intensely tender affection for his brothers. In course of time, he became
a voracious reader. He occupied himself with the writing of the prose
translation of Virgil’s Aeneid. He studied Leigh Hunt’s Whig paper- The
Examiner. He also formed intimate friendships with Severn, John Hamilton
Reynolds, Hazlitt, Coleridge, Haydon, Shelley, Leigh Hunt etc. Keats and his
brother George fought ‘the losing battle of liberalism.” Keats suffered a severe
blow of separation as George Keats and his wife migrated to America. “My
love for my brothers,”” wrote Keats, “from the early loss of our parents, and
even from earlier misfortunes, has grown an affection passing the love of
woman.” He wrote several letters to his brothers with deep affection. Later
in 1818, he suffered a more severe and heavier blow of grief as his brother
Tom died of consumption. Keats had nursed him till his death.

5.2 OBJECTIVES

In this lesson we shall study Keats’ letters to his brothers George and
Thomas Keats written on December 21, 1817 and on February 14, 1818. We
shall also make a critical study of his famous concept of Negative Capability.

5.3 KEATS’ LETTER TO GEORGE AND THOMAS KEATS
(DECEMBER 21, 1817)
Hampstead, December 21, 1817.
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My dear Brothers

I must crave your pardon for not having written ere this.... I saw Kean
return to the public in Richard 111., and finely he did it, and, at the request of
Reynolds, I went to criticise his Duke in Richd.—the critique is in to-day’s
Champion, which I send you with the Examiner, in which you will find very
proper lamentation on the obsoletion of Christmas Gambols and pastimes:
but it was mixed up with so much egotism of that drivelling nature that pleasure
is entirely lost. Hone the publisher’s trial, you must find very amusing, and as
Englishmen very encouraging: his Not Guilty is a thing, which not to have
been, would have dulled still more Liberty’s Emblazoning—Lord Ellenborough
has been paid in his own coin—Wooler and Hone have done us an essential
service. I have had two very pleasant evenings with Dilke yesterday and today,
and am at this moment just come from him, and feel in the humour to go on
with this, begun in the morning, and from which he came to fetch me. I spent
Friday evening with Wells and went next morning to see Death on the Pale
horse. It is a wonderful picture, when West’s 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
disagreeables evaporate from their being in close relationship with Beauty
and Truth—Examine King Lear, and you will find this exemplified throughout,
but in this picture we have unpleasantness without any momentous depth of
speculation excited, in which to bury its repulsiveness—The picture is larger

than Christ rejected.

I dined with Haydon the Sunday after you left, and had a very pleasant
day, I dined too (for I have been out too much lately) with Horace Smith and
met his two Brothers with Hill and Kingston and one Du Bois, they only
served to convince me how superior humour is to wit, in respect to enjoyment—
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
all a mannerism in their very eating and drinking, in their mere handling a

Decanter. They talked of Kean and his low company—would I were with that
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company instead of yours said I to myself! I know such like acquaintance
will never do for me and yet I am going to Reynolds, on Wednesday. Brown
and Dilke walked with me and back from the Christmas pantomime. I had
not a dispute, but a disquisition, with Dilke upon various subjects, several
things dove-tailed in my mind, and at once it struck me what quality went to
form a Man of Achievement, especially in Literature, and which Shakspeare
possessed so enormously—I mean Negative Capability, that is, when a man
is capable of being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any irritable
reaching after fact and reason. Coleridge, for instance, would let go by a
fine isolated verisimilitude caught from the Penetralium 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 is out and there are words about its being objected to,
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 and affectionate
Brother John.

5.4 ANNOTATIONS AND REFERENCES 1

1. 21 Dec. 1817 — When you see a date in brackets in a re-printed letter,
that means the editors have determined the date by means of some internal
or external evidence, but the letter itself is undated.

2. brothers — John Keats had two surviving younger brothers, George
(1797-1841) and Thomas (1799-1818). He also had a brother who died
in infancy (Edward, 1801-1802) and a sister Frances (1803-1889), whom
— as was the custom with that name — everyone called Fanny.

3. Kean: Edmund Kean (1787 —1833) was a celebrated Shakespearean
stage actor born in England, who performed in London, Belfast,
New York, Quebec, and Paris among other places. He was well known

for his short stature, tumultuous personal life, and controversial divorce.
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His appearances in Richard I1l, Hamlet, Othello, Macbeth and
King Lear demonstrated his mastery of the range of tragic emotion.
He made his name and became known as the great but erratic actor
described by the poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge as revealing Shakespeare
by ‘flashes of lightning’.

In the next few sentences Keats mentions writing a review and a
trial of a publisher that was in the news at the time. William Hone had
been charged with blasphemy and sedition for publishing The Reformists’
Register, a newspaper that promoted radical political opinions, and four
satirical pamphlets that used Church of England liturgy as the basis for
attacks on the current government. Hone successfully defended himself
by reading other, similar parodies (including one by a member of the
current cabinet) aloud, often with the result that the audience in the
courtroom broke out in raucous laughter. It was a major victory for
freedom of the press, made even more definitive by being unexpected
because the judge (Lord Ellenborough, whom Keats mentions) was
known for being conservative and thus favoring the power of the state
over the freedom of the individual.

‘Richard III’ — Shakespeare’s play about the scheming, villainous
hunchback whose famous first and last lines, are “Now is the winter of
our discontent/ Made glorious summer by this son of York™ and “A horse,
a horse! my kingdom for a horse!”

Reynolds: John Hamilton Reynolds (1794-1852) was an English poet,
satirist, critic, and playwright. He was a close friend and correspondent
of poet John Keats whose letters to Reynolds constitute a significant
body of Keats’ poetic thought.

The Champion:Keats worked briefly as a theatrical critic for The
Champion, edited by John Scott.

Dilke — Charles Wentworth Dilke, a well-to-do friend of the Keats
brothers who had liberal political views. The family remained important
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.
15.
16.

in English politics for another two generations. No two men could well
be more unlike in mind than Dilke and Keats. Nevertheless the two took
to each other and became fast friends.

Death on the Pale Horse — Actually, the title is Death on a Pale
Horse; it is a painting by the American-born painter Benjamin
West (1738-1820).

Christ Rejected — Christ Rejected by the Jews, another painting
by West.

Haydon — Benjamin Robert Haydon (1786-1846), a British painter
and writer, and a friend of Keats.

Horace Smith — a friend of Shelley and occasional poet.

low company — disreputable friends; clearly the Smith brothers
and the other guests that night, who did not approve of the social
circles in which Edmund Kean traveled.

Brown— Charles Armitage Brown, Keats’ closest friend at this point in
his life. Brown later wrote one of the early recollections of Keats, whom
he described as “a superior being.” The work is far too subjective to
be called a biography, and it continues the rather silly assertion made
by Shelley in Adonais that the young poet had been slain by the
vicious reviews his first book had drawn. Still, the text makes clear
that Brown looked on Keats with something like worship, and it is a
touching document. Brown also sketched what most consider being the

most accurate portrait of Keats we have.
Verisimilitude — something that is the image of truth
Penetralium — the most secret part

from being incapable of remaining content with half-knowledge —
Here, Keats is likely referring to one or more of Coleridge’s poems. The
prior year (1816), Coleridge had published Kubla Khan; or A Vision in

Dream, now generally considered one of his greatest works. However,
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17.

he prefaced it with what was, in effect, an apology, saying that he had
begun the poem many years earlier but had never been able to finish it.
In that introduction, he explains that while ill, he had been prescribed
medicine by a doctor (it was opium, and Coleridge tragically became
addicted to it) and fell asleep reading a book called Purchas's Pilgrimage,
which led to a dream during which he had effortlessly composed “not
less than two to three hundred lines.” When he awoke, he began writing
those lines down, but he was interrupted by “a person on business from
Porlock,” and when he returned, he could no longer remember the rest
of the poem. Only after the great poet Lord Byron heard Coleridge recite
it and insisted Coleridge publish it did he do so, and he even refused to
name Byron as the poet for fear of embarrassing him, saying that he was
publishing it “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.”

At the same time as Coleridge published Kubla Khan, he also at
Byron’s urging published Christabel, a poem about a young noble
woman who goes out in the woods and encounters a supernatural
creature, a kind of lesbian vampire named Geraldine. Coleridge had
completed the first part of the poem in 1797 and the second part in
1800, but he supposedly had plans for three more parts that he never
wrote. At the point the poem ends, Geraldine appears triumphant, and
though Coleridge assured readers that all would be well in the end,
imagining how he would have brought about that conclusion (given the
situation at the end of Part II) is practically impossible. Keats could
thus have had this poem in mind instead, or both poems equally, as
examples of a fine isolated verisimilitude caught from the Penetralium

of mystery that Coleridge is willing to let go by (meaning abandon).

Shelley’s poem — Laon and Cythna; or The Revolution of the Golden
City is Shelley’s longest poem and expresses his radical views on all
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18.

19.
5.5

manner of issues. It had been published in November 1817 but was
quickly withdrawn (perhaps because in the original version the two titular
lovers are also siblings, continuing the theme of incest that often crops
up in Romantic literature from Wordsworth and Byron to Poe). Shelley
revised it and re-published it under the new title The Revolt of Islam
in January, 1818.

Queen Mab — Shelley’s first major work, subtitled A philosophical
Poem, completed and published in 1813. The work was so politically
radical that Shelley did not try to have it distributed
commercially. Instead, he gave or sent about seventy copies to friends
and people he considered political allies, and even then he cut his name
from the pages. The poem did not therefore receive much notice until
1817, when it was introduced into evidence in court when Shelley tried
to obtain custody of his children Ianthe, Charles, and William (by his
wife Harriet, who had committed suicide); Shelley lost the battle for
custody. Later, the poem was often cited by various radical factions in
British politics, from the Chartists (who favored universal male suffrage,
vote by secret ballot, equal-sized electoral districts, the right for any
male of voting age to run for a seat in Parliament, and pay for Members
of Parliament so that not only the independently wealthy could afford to
serve) to the Marxists.

in sooth la — really, truly
ON NEGATIVE CAPABILITY

In the letter to George and Thomas Keats (Sunday, 21 December 1817),

Keats happened to toss a remarkable phrase “Negative Capability.’ It is actually

a term of aesthetic criticism. It has been applied in the context of dramatic

criticism of Shakespeare. Dr. Samuel Johnson in his Preface to Shakespeare

had used the phrase ‘the suspension of disbelief’ to mean that the Elizabethan

audience believed the words of the co-coordinator- Sutradhar- when he informed

them that it was King Lear running to and fro in the storm of oak-cleaving
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winds or that Cleopatra sat splendidly in the floating barge over the Nile or
Aliena and Ganymede walked in the forest of Arden or that the ghost of Banquo
occupied Macbeth’s chair in royal feast.

According to Samuel Johnson, it was essential for the Elizabethan
audience to enjoy fully the spectacular and theatrical beauty of Shakespeare’s
drama which was Drishya Kavya (Spectacular Poetry) at its best: the spectators,
for the time being, assumed the illusion to be reality. Keats was intelligent and
perceptive enough to rephrase the Johnsonian phrase ‘willing suspension of
disbelief” into ‘Negative Capability.” Keats wrote to his brothers, “...that is,
when a man is capable of being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any
irritable reaching after fact and reason. Coleridge, for instance, would let go by a
fine isolated verisimilitude caught from the Penetralium of mystery, from being
incapable of remaining content with half-knowledge.... that with a great poet
the sense of Beauty overcomes every other consideration, or rather obliterates
all consideration.” Keats extends the meaning of negative capability to
psychology. One can interpret the difficult remarks by Keats. Our life is filled
with change, uncertainties and mysteries; we can grasp and understand the
elusive flux of life by being imaginatively open-minded, sympathetic and
receptive- by extending every possible feeling that we may have potentially in
us. We can achieve this active awareness only by negating our own egos. We
must not only rise above our own vanity and prejudices but resist the temptation
to make up our minds on everything. If we discard a momentary insight, because
we cannot fit it into a systematic framework, we are selfishly asserting our
own identity or ego. A great poet is less concerned with himself and has eyes
on what is without. With him, the sense of Beauty- the capacity to relish concrete
reality in its full meaning overcomes every other consideration of deliberating,
analyzing and piecing together experience in a logical structure. Human
imagination enjoys light and shade, foul and fair, high or low, rich or poor,
mean or elated. It has as much delight in conceiving an Tago or an Imogen.
Keats specially points out in his letter to Richard Woodhouse (27 October 1818)
that it does no harm from its relish of the dark side of things any more than
from its taste for the bright one because they end in speculation.
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Keats had an excellent grasp of aesthetics at the conceptual level. What
Keats is advocating is a removal of the intellectual self while writing (or reading)
poetry — after all:

Beauty is truth, truth beauty — that is all Ye know on earth and all ye
need know
(Ode on a Grecian Urn, lines 49-50)

Throughout his poetry and letters Keats proposes the theory that beauty
is valuable in itself and that it does not need to declare anything for us to know
that it is important. That is, beauty does not have to refer to anything beyond
itself:

I am certain of nothing but the holiness of the Heart’s affections and
the truth of Imagination - What the imagination seizes as Beauty
must be truth — 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.
- Keats in letter to Benjamin Bailey (Saturday, 22 November, 1817)

It is this ability to hold onto a beautiful truth despite the fact that it
does not fit into an intellectual system that Keats praises in Shakespeare. He
criticizes Coleridge for letting go ‘by a thin isolated verisimilitude... from being
incapable of remaining content with half knowledge’ where he should realise
that ‘beauty overcomes every other consideration, or rather obliterates all
consideration’ (Keats in a letter to his brothers [Sunday, 21 December, 1817]).

Keats’ poems are full of contradictions in meaning (‘a drowsy numbness
pains’) and emotion (‘both together, sane and mad’) and he accepts a double
nature as a creative insight. In an Ode to a Nightingale it is the apparent (or
real) contradictions that allow Keats to create the sensual and hedonistic feeling
of numbness that allows the reader to experience the half-swooning emotion
Keats is trying to capture. Keats would have us experience the emotion of the
language and pass over the half-truths in silence, to live a life ‘of sensations
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rather than of Thoughts!” (Letter to Benjamin Bailey [Saturday, 22 November
1817]). Keats here can be seen to be extending Kant’s principle that much thought
is sublingual by making the meaning of words less important than their ‘feel’.
Since you can very often not find the exact word that you need (showing that
much of your thinking occurs without language), Keats often deals in the
sensations created by words rather than meaning. Even if the precise definition
of words causes contradiction they can still be used together to create the right
ambience. Negative Capability asks us to allow the atmosphere of Keats’ poems
to surround us without picking out individual meanings and inconsistencies.
Whatever the complicated relations between Truth and Beauty and their respective
definitions, what matters to Keats are moments of intense feeling that combine
‘thought’ and ‘emotion’ in appreciating beauty. This explains why much of Keats’
poetry is devoted to catching and holding moments of beauty. Keats addresses
this desire directly in Ode on a Grecian Urn (lines 15 — 20) where he writes,

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, tho thou hast not thy bliss,

For ever wilt thou love, and she be fair.

Throughout this poem, and many others, Keats captures moments,
like that of the ‘fair youth’ stooping to kiss his lover, and holds them to
prevent change and decay, reveling in that moment of perfection. In many
of Keats’ poems this need to hold a perfect instant leads to an excited tone,
an almost excessive use of superlatives and an atmosphere of crushing,
voluptuous intensity as Keats demonstrates the depth of his appreciation for
the beautiful and in the act of appreciation creates poems as exquisite as
that which he is admiring. Keats’ Negative Capability is the ability to bask
in the beautiful without questioning either it or his methods of description.
In other words, take beauty simply as it is.
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56 KEATS’ LETTER TO GEORGE AND THOMAS KEATS
(FEBRUARY 14, 1818)

Featherstone Buildings, Monday [January 5, 1818].

My dear Brothers—I ought to have written before, and you should have
had a long letter last week, but I undertook the Champion for Reynolds, who is
at Exeter. I wrote two articles, one on the Drury Lane Pantomime, the other on
the Covent Garden new Tragedy, which they have not put in; the one they have
inserted is so badly punctuated that you perceive I am determined never to
write more, without some care in that particular. Wells tells me that you are
licking your chops, Tom, in expectation of my book coming out. I am sorry to
say I have not begun my corrections yet: tomorrow I set out. I called on Sawrey
this morning. He did not seem to be at all put out at anything I said and the
inquiries I made with regard to your spitting of blood, and moreover desired
me to ask you to send him a correct account of all your sensations and symptoms
concerning the palpitation and the spitting and the cough if you have any.
Your last letter gave me a great pleasure, for I think the invalid is in a better
spirit there along the Edge; and as for George, I must immediately, now [
think of it, correct a little misconception of a part of my last letter. The Misses
Reynolds have never said one word against me about you, or by any means
endeavoured to lessen you in my estimation. That is not what I referred to; but
the manner and thoughts which I knew they internally had towards you, time
will show. Wells and Severn dined with me yesterday. We had a very pleasant
day. I pitched upon another bottle of claret, we enjoyed ourselves very much;
were all very witty and full of Rhymes. We played a concert from 4 o’clock till
10—drank your healths, the Hunts’, and (N.B.) seven Peter Pindars. I said on
that day the only good thing I was ever guilty of. We were talking about Stephens
and the Ist Gallery. I said I wondered that careful folks would go there, for
although it was but a shilling, still you had to pay through the Nose. I saw the
Peachey family in a box at Drury one night. I have got such a curious ... or

rather I had such, now I am in my own hand.
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I have had a great deal of pleasant time with Rice lately, and am
getting initiated into a little band. They call drinking deep dyin’ scarlet.
They call good wine a pretty tipple, and call getting a child knocking out
an apple; stopping at a tavern they call hanging out. Where do you sup?

is where do you hang out?

Thursday I promised to dine with Wordsworth, and the weather is so
bad that I am undecided, for he lives at Mortimer Street. I had an invitation
to meet him at Kingston's, but not liking that place I sent my excuse. What
I think of doing today is to dine in Mortimer Street (Wordsth), and sup here
in the Feaths buildings, as Mr. Wells has invited me. On Saturday, I called
on Wordsworth before he went to Kingston's, and was surprised to find him
with a stiff collar. I saw his spouse, and I think his daughter. I forget
whether I had written my last before my Sunday evening at Haydon 's—no,
I did not, or I should have told you, Tom, of a young man you met at Paris,
at Scott’s, ... Ritchie. I think he is going to Fezan, in Africa; then to
proceed if possible like Mungo Park. He was very polite to me, and inquired
very particularly after you. Then there was Wordsworth, Lamb, Monkhouse,
Landseer, Kingston, and your humble servant. Lamb got tipsy and blew up
Kingston—proceeding so far as to take the candle across the room, hold it
to his face, and show us what a soft fellow he was. I astonished Kingston
at supper with a pertinacity in favour of drinking, keeping my two glasses

at work in a knowing way.

I have seen Fanny twice lately—she inquired particularly after you
and wants a co-partnership letter from you. She has been unwell, but is
improving. I think she will be quick. Mrs. Abbey was saying that the Keatses
were ever indolent, that they would ever be so, and that it is born in them.
Well, whispered Fanny to me, if it is born with us, how can we help it? She
seems very anxious for a letter. As I asked her what I should get for her,
she said a “Medal of the Princess.” I called on Haslam—we dined very
snugly together. He sent me a Hare last week, which I sent to Mrs. Dilke.
Brown is not come back. I and Dilke are getting capital friends. He is
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going to take the Champion. He has sent his farce to Covent Garden. I met
Bob Harris on the steps at Covent Garden; we had a good deal of curious
chat. He came out with his old humble opinion. The Covent Garden pantomime
is a very nice one, but they have a middling Harlequin, a bad Pantaloon,
a worse Clown, and a shocking Columbine, who is one of the Miss Dennets.
I suppose you will see my critique on the new tragedy in the next week’s
Champion. It is a shocking bad one. I have not seen Hunt; he was out when
I called. Mrs. Hunt looks as well as ever I saw her after her confinement.
There is an article in the se’nnight Examiner on Godwin’s Mandeville,
signed E. K.—I think it Miss Kent’s—I will send it. There are fine subscriptions
going on for Hone.

You ask me what degrees there are between Scott’s novels and those
of Smollett. They appear to me to be quite distinct in every particular,
more especially in their aims. Scott endeavours to throw so interesting
and romantic a colouring into common and low characters as to give
them a touch of the sublime. Smollett on the contrary pulls down and
levels what with other men would continue romance. The grand parts of
Scott are within the reach of more minds than the finest humours in
Humphrey Clinker. I forget whether that fine thing of the Serjeant is
Fielding or Smollett, but it gives me more pleasure than the whole novel
of the Antiquary. You must remember what I mean. Some one says to the
Serjeant: “That’s a non-sequitur! ”—“If you come to that,” replies the

Serjeant, “you’re another!”—

I see by Wells's letter Mr. Abbey does not overstock you with money.
You must write. I have not seen ... yet, but expect it on Wednesday. I am
afraid it is gone. Severn tells me he has an order for some drawings for the

Emperor of Russia.

You must get well Tom, and then I shall feel whole and genial as the
winter air. Give me as many letters as you like, and write to Sawrey soon.

I received a short letter from Bailey about Cripps, and one from Haydon,
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ditto. Haydon thinks he improved very much. Mrs. Wells desires particularly
. to Tom and her respects to George, and I desire no better than to be

ever your most affectionate Brother
John.
P.S.—I had not opened the Champion before I found both my articles in it.

I was at a dance at Redhall’s, and passed a pleasant time enough—
drank deep, and won 10.6 at cutting for half guineas.... Bailey was there
and seemed to enjoy the evening. Rice said he cared less about the hour
than any one, and the proof is his dancing—he cares not for time, dancing
as if he was deaf. Old Redhall not being used to give parties, had no idea
of the quantity of wine that would be drank, and he actually put in readiness

on the kitchen stairs eight dozen.

Every one inquires after you, and desires their remembrances to you.
Your Brother

John.

5.7 ANNOTATIONS AND REFERENCES II

1. Drury Lane Pantomime: The first English pantomime was Tavern
Bilkers performed at Drury Lane in 1702. This started a popular
tradition in which the annual Christmas pantomime at Drury Lane
was the foremost entertainment of this kind. The thirty seven
pantomimes in the years 1852 to 1888 were all written by E.L.
Blanchard.

2. Covent Garden new Tragedy: The Covent-Garden Tragedy is a play
by Henry Fielding that first appeared on 1 June, 1732 at the Theatre
Royal, Drury Lane alongside The Old Debauchees. It is about a love
triangle in a brothel involving two prostitutes. While they are portrayed

satirically, they are imbued with sympathy as their relationship develops.
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The play is a mockery of tragedy in general, but the characters
contain realistic qualities separating them from other characters within
Fielding’s plays. This realism conflicts with the comedic nature. The
play was a failure and ended its run after its first night, in part
because it was set in a brothel. Contemporary critics noted the complete
failure of the play and one implied that Fielding was acquainted with
brothels. However, modern critics pointed out that the play was very
good if not for its setting.

3. Stephens: Henry Stephens, (1796 —1864) was a doctor, surgeon,
chemist, writer, poet, inventor and entrepreneur. At medical school
in London he was a friend of, and shared rooms with John Keats.

4. Godwin’s Mandeville: Mandeville, a tale of the seventeenth
century (1817) is a three volume novel written by William Godwin,
an English journalist, political philosopher and novelist. His
daughter, Mary Godwin married the poet Percy Bysshe Shelley.

5. Humphrey Clinker: The Expedition of Humphry Clinker was the last
of the picaresque novels of Tobias Smollett published in London on
17 June 1771 (just three months before Smollett’s death), and is
considered by many to be his best and funniest work. It is an epistolary
novel, presented in the form of letters written by six characters.

5.8 LET US SUM UP

Keats had strong family ties with his brothers and sister. He was
always concerned about the poor health of his brothers. He used to interact
with them frequently through letters deliberating upon literary happenings
around him and also sharing with them his personal outings with his friends
and acquaintances. It is remarkable that one of his critical terms ‘Negative
Capability’ was tossed by him in one of his letters to his brothers.

5.9 EXAMINATION ORIENTED QUESTIONS
1. Write an essay on ‘Negative Capability.’

2. What did Keats think about Drury Lane Pantomine?
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3. How was Covent Garden Tragedy received by the public and critics
of those times?

4. How does Keats compare and contrast Scott’s and Smollett’s novels?
5.10  MULTIPLE CHOICE QUESTIONS (MCQs)
1. Which of the following was Keats' teacher at a private school?
(a) Rev. John Clarke
(b) Charles Cowden Clarke
(c) Leigh Hunt
(d) John Hamilton Reynolds
2. Keats' brother, Tom, died of:
(a) Cancer
(b) AIDS
(c) Consumption
(d)  Cardiac arrest
3. Edmund Kean was:
(a) a Shakespearean stage actor.
(b)  Keats' friend
(c) Keats' critic
(d)  Keats' publisher

4. "A horse, a horse! my kingdom for a horse!" In which of Shakespeare's
play does this line occurs?

(a) King Lear
(b) Othello
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(c) Henry V
(d)  Richard 111

Keats worked briefly as a theatrical critic for The Champion,
edited by:

(a)  John Scott.

(b) John Hamilton Reynolds

(¢) Charles Wentworth Dilke

(d) Edmund Kean

'Death on a Pale Horse' is:

(a)  An allegory

(b) A Ballad

(c) A painting

(d) Alyric

Who had insisted Coleridge to publish Kubla Khan?
(a) Wordsworth

(b)  Shelley

(c) Keats

(d) Byron

Which of the following is Shelley's longest poem?
(a)  Adonais

(b)  Laon and Cythna; or The Revolution of the Golden City

(¢) Ode to the West Wind

(d)  Prometheus Unbound
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"Negative Capability' is actually a term of:

(a) Aesthetic criticism

(b)  Psychoanalysis

(c) Historical criticism

(d) New criticism

'Negative Capability' was actually rephrasing of:
(a) Spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings
(b)  Ideas recollected in tranquility

(c)  Willing suspension of disbelief

(d)  Verisimilitude

The thirty seven pantomimes in the years 1852 to 1888 were all

written by:

(a) William Godwin

(b)  Henry Stephens

(c)  Henry Fielding

(d) E.L. Blanchard

The Covent-Garden Tragedy is a play by:
(a)  William Godwin

(b)  Henry Stephens

(c)  Henry Fielding

(d) E.L. Blanchard
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13.

14.

15.

The play The Covent-Garden Tragedy was a failure because:
(a) It was set in a brothel.

(b) It was against Christianity.

(¢) It lacked willing suspension of disbelief.

(d) The presentation was poor.

Mandeville is a novel by:

(a) Mary Godwin

(b) William Godwin

(c)  Percy Bysshe Shelley

(d) Lord Byron

The Expedition of Humphry Clinker by Tobias Smollett was:
(a) A historical novel

(b) A memoir

(¢) A travelogue

(d)  Anepistolary novel

Answers: 1. (b); 2. (¢); 3. (a); 4. (d); 5. (a); 6. (¢); 7. (d); 8. (b);

5.11

9. (a); 10. (c); 11. (d); 12. (c); 13. (a); 14. (b) 15. (d)
SUGGESTED READING

(ed.) Weekes, A.R. John Keats: The Odes. University Tutorial Press.
London.

Briggs, Harold F. The Complete Poetry and Selected Prose by John
Keats. New York: Modern Library. 1951.

Dickstein, Morris: “Keats and Politics” Studies in Romanticism 25,
Summer 1986.

105



Gettings, Robert (ed.). Letters of John Keats: A Selection.
OUP. 1970.

Graves, Robert. Greek Myths. Harmondsworth. Penguin. 1955.
Kenneth Muir (ed.). John Keats: A Reassessment. Liverpool.1958.
Matthews, G.M.. Keats: The Critical Heritage. London Routledge. 1971.

Stillingir, Jack: The Poems of John Keats. Cambridge: Harvard University
Press. 1978.

Bush, Douglas: “Keats and His Ideas™ English Romantic Poets: Modern
Essays in Criticism. ed. M. H. Abrahams (New York. 1960).

Maurice Buxton Forman ed. The Letters of John Keats. 1952.
Leavis, F. R. Keats. English Critical Texts. (ed. Chikera OUP. 1961).

McFarland, Thomas. Romanticism and the Forms of Ruin. Princeton

University Press. 1981.

3k ok ok ok ok sk sk ok skok ok

106



M.A. ENGLISH SEM. II1 LESSON : 6
COURSE CODE : ENG-311 UNIT : 11

KEATS’ LETTER TO P. B. SHELLEY
(AUGUST 16, 1820)

STRUCTURE

6.1 Introduction

6.2  Objectives

6.3  The Context

6.4  The Letter with Critical Observations
6.5 Let Us Sum Up

6.6  Examination Oriented Questions

6.7  Multiple Choice Questions (MCQs)

6.8 Suggested Reading

6.1 INTRODUCTION

Keats may be thought to reveal himself in the letter more distinctly than
in any other. What is revealed there can help to approach his figure as both the
poet and the man. In this sense, his letter to Shelley must be always taken up as
one of the most important letters and with renewed interest. Keats’ letters, in a
sense, help more than his poems towards giving a clue to the secret of his art.

6.2 OBJECTIVES

In this lesson, we shall study Keats’ letter to Shelley written on 16
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August 1820 and see how the two great Romantic poet- friends shared their
feelings with each other.

6.3 THE CONTEXT

Before pursuing the letter, we must take account of the conditions under
which the letter was addressed (more exactly, answered) to P. B. Shelley. On
July 27, 1820, Shelley sent a letter to Keats from Pisa. Let us divide the letter
into four passages:

My dear Keats

I, hear with great pain the dangerous accident that you have undergone,
and Mr. Gisborne who gives me the account of it, adds, that you continue to
wear a consumptive appearance. This consumption is a disease particularly
fond of people who write such good verse as you have done, and with the
assistance of an English winter it can often indulge its selection; I do not
think that young and amiable poets are at all bound to gratify its taste; they
have entered into no bond with the Muses to that effect.

These first sentences indicate the physical conditions in which Keats
was placed. ‘The dangerous accident’ must point to the ‘fresh attack of blood-
spitting’” which has happened to him on June 22. (His fatal illness had begun
on February 3) And from the time of the event onwards his very poor physical
conditions ¢ a consumptive appearance’ are to continue to the last and to
weaken both his body and his creative imagination. It is a remarkable fact
that from about that time, his poetic activities come to decline and even his
genius seems to have disappeared. Let it be remembered now that from start
to finish Shelley adopted a leading, though friendly, attitude towards Keats.
But, on the contrary, Keats did not hold Shelley as the artist in high estimation,
and this feeling is to be echoed in the letter to Shelley which is the object of
this essay. Once he refused to visit Shelley that he might have his ‘own unfettered
scope’, and this episode is often mentioned as showing his poetic independence.
As Edmund Blunden says, Keats was ‘ever a fighter’. In the next place, we
must call special attention to the phrase ‘such good verse as you have done’.
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It is a very perplexing thing to understand in what sense these words are
written. Did Shelley write them in a laudatory or in a depreciatory sense?
And must we be aware of his sincerity or ‘his arrogance’? The best way of
grasping the meaning must be to be eclectic, though the way may appear to
be a little too convenient. Accordingly, we may summarize rightly by saying
that we must be sensible of both sincerity and arrogance. As for the remaining
passage, little need to be said except that a humorous strain pervades, but we
are vividly aware that the condescending way of saying shows itself again in
the last two sentences.

So much for the first part, and we will go to the second:

But seriously (for I am joking on what I am very anxious about) I think
you would: do well to pass the winter after so tremendous an accident in Italy,
and (if you think it as necessary as I do) so long as you could find Pisa or its
neighbourhood agreeable to you, Mrs. Shelley unites with myselfin urging the
request, that you would take up your residence with us.- You might come by
sea to Leghorn, (France is not worth seeing, and the sea air is particularly
good for weak lungs) which is within a few miles of us.- You ought at all events
to see Italy, and your health which I suggest as a motive, might be an excuse
to you.- I spare declamation about statues and paintings and the ruins- and

what is a greater piece of forbearance- about the mountains the stream, and the
fields, the colours of the sky, and the sky itself-

These parts are written in a sincere way, which betokens the generosity
of Shelley. It is common knowledge that of the later Romantics, Shelley is said
to be most generous and to be always ready to hold out a supporting hand to
any poetic friends, if need be. In the passage above quoted, the genuine friendly
feeling is perceptible and his disagreeable side disappears. A disinterested literary
mind appeals to us with much intensity, suppressing his self-conceited
inclination. It may be a superfluous thing, but only the fact is to be added that
at that time, Italy was the very climate where consumptives can take care of
themselves. And in the words “You ought at all events to see Italy,” we must
remind ourselves that we can perceive the worship of Italy which reigned in the
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literary circle of Europe. And again, it may be not going too far to say in addition
that the last sentence tells the strong sense of beauty, artistic as well as natural,

which the two most romantic poets have in common.
The following passage must be dealt with as much caution:

I have lately read your Endymion again and ever with a new sense of
the treasures of poetry it contains, though treasures poured forth with indistinct
profusion. This, people in general will not endure, and that is the cause of the
comparatively few copies which have been sold. I feel persuaded that you are

capable of the greatest things, so you but will.

In May 1818, Endymion, which has been called a sheer failure by critics,
was published. It need not be added that almost all of criticisms of the poem
were inclined towards blame, which Keats himself an acute self-critic, had
expected to incur. But the expectation could not make him indifferent to
criticisms, some of which were given not from a literary point of view but
from a political. In this passage we see Shelley as an eminent critic of poems.
His judgment on Endymion holds true without any revision up to this day. He
thought that in the poem, Keats’ imagination could not be said to fire to a
creative glow, which could produce the masterpieces to come and his critical
attitude was not partial. In this passage he gave frank criticism without taking
into consideration any feelings of Keats. Shelley must have been acutely sensible
of Keats’ paganism in the new shape, which was created by a poet richly gifted
in eye and ear. On May 14, 1820, thinking again of Endymion, he summarizes
his opinion about the genius of the younger poet by writing that, “Keats, I
hope, is going to show himself of a great poet: like the sun, to burst through
the clouds, which, though dyed in the finest colours of the air, obscured his
rising.” This summary opinion accords with the last sentence: “I feel persuaded
that you are capable of greatest things, so you but will.” As Shelley says,
Keats at that period was full of poetic possibility, though he did not get his
feet on the ground yet.

Now we come to the last part:
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I always tell Ollier to send you Copies of my books-“Prometheus
Unbound”. I imagine you will receive nearly at the same time with this letter.
The Cenci I hope you have already received- it was studiously composed in a
different style “below the good how far! But far above the great.” In poetry [
have sought to avoid system and mannerism: I wish those who excel me in

genius would pursue the same plan-

Whether you remain in England, or journey to Italy,- believe that you
carry with you my anxious wishes for your health happiness and success,

wherever you are or whatever you undertake- and that I am
Yours sincerely,

P.B. Shelley

Shelley confesses that in “The Cenci”, he has attempted a poetic
experiment ‘in a different style.” He explains about the meaning of the experiment

in his own terms in the following line:

In poetry I have sought to avoid system and mannerism: I wish those

who excel me in genius would pursue the same plan.

Shelley has attempted to make a poem in a different way from a traditional
one- to avoid system and mannerism. Truly, how to avoid system and mannerism
is most essential and hard to put into practice. Indeed, Keats was one of the
poets who had been most aware of the difficulty.

The next sentence is full of significance. We have to grasp the real
intention of Shelley. The question is whether we should read the sentence into
his arrogant attitude or into a modest one. Indeed, Shelley wrote the words,
‘those who excel me in genius’, counting Keats among them. But did Shelley
regard Keats as one of those who excel in genius in the fullest sense? We have
noticed that when Shelley touches upon poetry, he is confident enough to get
beyond the limits of arrogance. The remaining parts of the letter strike us as an
example of genuine friendship.
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This was the background against which Keats replied to Shelley’s letter.
Keats wrote back about twenty days after he received Shelley’s letter. The
letter was written in an outspoken manner.

6.4 THE LETTER WITH CRITICAL OBSERVATIONS

Keats’ letter to Shelley from Hampstead, written on 16 August 1820,
is a response to Shelley’s advice and gracious offer of his home in Italy for
Keats’ early convalescence.

It will be convenient to divide the letter into several parts to give it a
close examination.

Hampstead
August 16th
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 prophesy — 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.

Though Keats expresses his gratitude, yet we feel that Keats” words do
not sound very hearty. It is very painful to read the sentence: ‘If I do not take
advantage of your invitation it will be prevented by a circumstance I have very
much at heart to prophesy’ but we must keep in mind his poor state of health
that time. In his letter to John Taylor written on August 14,1820, he wrote
that, “Chest is in so nervous a State, that anything extra such as speaking to an
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unaccustomed Person or writing a Note half suffocates me.” He seemed to be
very aware of the death which was approaching stealthily- a circumstance I
have very much at heart to prophesy. On account of the obvious fact that the
English winter will put an end to him in a lingering hateful manner, he reluctantly
makes up his mind to travel across the Straits of Dover for Italy. In the Italian
journey which haunts him horribly, he can only find the least consolation that
he will not be destined to remain in one spot long enough to take a hatred of
any four particular bed-posts.

The passage that follows offers a most important clue for the
understanding of Keats’ art. We must examine the passage in all its varieties

and from various points of view:

I am glad you take any pleasure in my poor Poem; — which I would
willingly take the trouble to unwrite, if possible, did I care so much as I have
done about Reputation. I received a copy of the Cenci, as from yourself from
Hunt. There is only one part of it [ am judge of; the Poetry, and dramatic effect,
which by many spirits nowadays is considered the mammon. A modern work it is
said must have a purpose, which may be the God — an artist must serve Mammon

— he must have “self concentration” selfishness perhaps.

In the passage, ‘my poor Poem’ must mean Endymion. Keats did not use
the epithet ‘poor’ in a modest manner. Hence the passage may be interpreted as
both a frank confession of failure and a result of self-criticism. Keats must
have felt glad at a sympathetic praise of Shelley’s, but the joy is to be suppressed
soon after- by the self-criticisms given upon himself in the Preface to the poem
and in a letter of his, written five months after it was published and criticized
by critics having neither authority nor responsibility. At that time, literary
criticism was in the habit of being put under the control of politics. Today we
know it is sheer nonsense but it was a great pity for the poet of genius that his
poem, though it might be a failure from a literary viewpoint, was trampled

down under the feet of critics from without.
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Keats wrote a letter to J.A Hessey on October 9, 1818. The letter
including his own criticisms upon himself was written five months after
Endymion saw the light. The letter has often been quoted as showing his self
criticism:

.1 cannot but feel indebted to those Gentlemen who have taken my
part-As for the rest, I begin to get a little acquainted with my own strength and
weakness. Praise or blame has but a momentary effect on the man whose love
of beauty in the abstract makes him a severe critic on his own Works. My own
domestic criticism has given me pain without comparison beyond what
Blackwood or the Quarterly could possibly inflict, and also when I feel I am
right, no external praise can give me such a glow as my own solitary
reperception and ratification of what is fine.

It must be noticed here that as five months passed since the time of
publishing, Keats came to have a stability of mind which enabled him to look
upon his own work with fair objectivity and this composure began to suggest
even a kind of confidence in his own poetic stature. Besides, this confidence
shows that he is well on the way to forming his own aesthetics, based on ‘love
of beauty in the abstract’ and his ‘own solitary reperception and ratification of
what is fine’. Keats proceeds to criticize his own work:

I will write independently- I have written independently without
Judgment- I may write independently, and with Judgment hereafter... in
Endymion, I leaped headlong into the Sea, and thereby have become better
acquainted with the Soundings, the quicksands, and the rocks, than if I had
stayed upon the green shore, and piped a silly pie, and took tea and comfortable
advice.

He who collided with ‘the rocks’ determines on adhering fast to his own
‘unfettered scope’ without giving ear to any ‘comfortable advice.” When we
read the concluding remarks: ‘I was never afraid of failure; for I would sooner
fail than not be among the greatest,” we feel relieved that a valuable genius was
not nipped in the bud. The joy, thus suppressed, seemed to have remained a
bitter experience until he wrote the letter to Shelley about two years later,
when he says about the failure of the past:
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I would willingly take the trouble to unwrite, if possible

The joy which changed into a bitter experience may have been felt with
increased intensity. That may be the reflective Keats speaking, but in the
following, suddenly he changes into a severe critic upon art, refusing to follow
the lead of a contemporary poet of his. When we become aware of the sudden
refusal, we find ourselves confronted with one of the most important questions.
The acute remarks which he makes upon a copy of “The Cenci” are worth

considering with serious attention:

There is only one part of it I am judge of; the Poetry, and dramatic

effect, which by many spirits nowadays is considered the mammon.

In this passage we cannot separate ‘the Poetry’ from ‘dramatic effect’,
and it is proper to take ‘the Poetry’ as having an immediate connection with
‘dramatic effect’. Another question which is not to be avoided is the word
‘mammon’. In general, we think of'it in a biblical sense, but in the short passage,
Keats seems to use it in a more literary one. In an another letter written to John

Taylor on November 17, 1819, he says what is nearly equivalent to the passage:

“The little dramatic skill I may as yet have however badly it might show
in a Drama would I think be sufficient for a Poem.”

There is no doubt Keats was thinking of the dramatic skill or the dramatic
effect in close connection with a poem. The dramatic effect takes a concrete
shape with most success in his group of perfect odes which always rank as

masterpieces.

In this sense, it can be said with certainty that he lived up to his aesthetic
principles. The passage which follows is concerned with a more important and

central question:

A modern work it is said must have a purpose, which may be the God —
an artist must serve Mammon — he must have “self concentration” selfishness

perhaps.
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Here, judging from the definite article added to ‘God’ and the capital
letter of the word, it may be said without any reservations that ‘the God’ means
‘Mammon’, which soon appears in the following sentence. For ‘a modern work’,
we may think of Paradise Lost as identical to the work which Keats considers
to be modern. We may assume that Keats thought about a modern work having
a purpose with Milton’s masterpiece in mind as it is an undeniable fact that

Milton, the poet of Paradise Lost, continued to haunt Keats all his life.

What the word ‘an artist’ in the sentence which follows stands is nearly
equivalent to the French word ‘artiste’ or ‘artisan’. The poet being an artist
must try hard to produce a modern work in the fullest sense of the term.

Summarizing the foregoing two sentences, Keats says:
he must have “self concentration” selfishness perhaps.

As the truest expression in verse of the whole personality of a poet is
worth a poem in the full sense of the word, the concentration of the poet’s
self, which can be ‘selfishness’, put in another way, is one of the requirements
for the production of a poem. In other words, the ‘self concentration’ signifies
the concentration of the poet’s self. Considered in close connection with Keats’
own notion that, first of all, a poet should be an artist, we can say that
the poet’s self must be concentrated on the effect of the single line and phrase.
And this artistic attitude will be soon concerned with the main subject in
the later passage:

You I 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.

Here we must understand the full implication of the word ‘ore’. E.C.
Pettet in his On the Poetry of Keats explains about the words ‘to load every rift
with ore’ that they must be taken as ‘making every phrase a concrete image’.
Considered along the line, the explanatory comments which follow emerge as a
natural result: Keats was undoubtedly thinking chiefly of sensuous imagery in
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poetry. When the ‘ore’ is interpreted mainly as signifying ‘image’ or ‘imagery’,
Keats begins to incline towards being a kind of imagist. T.E. Hulme accepts
Keats as one of his allies, i.e. imagist. Bernice Stole in her Keats and the
Dramatic Principle says that the ‘ore’ means ‘poetry, dramatic effect’, which
has been just used by the poet himself in the preceding lines. However, Bernard
Blackstone in his The Consecrated Urn allows the ‘ore’ to admit of a variety of
interpretations: the ‘ore’ can be taken as ‘full poetry’ or ‘organic texture’, and,
to use more explanatory terms, as ‘richness, complexity and depth’ or ‘a matter
of life’s texture’. Thus what Keats wants to attain by this artistic method of his
own making is the ‘intensity’ in art. It is on this ground that Keats’ poetry is
criticized as ‘dense’. This advice of Keats which is full of much confidence
shows the poet who has assumed a stature worthy of the artist and is sharply

conscious of the artistic sincerity.

Now let us move to the remaining part of the letter. It involves a

few points of relative importance:

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 extraordina[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. My Imagination
is a Monastry and I am its Monk — you must explain my metap [for metaphysics]

to yourself.

Keats continues to write in a confident tone without changing his
attitude. ‘The thought of discipline’ is asserted to be essential to the poet as an
artist. Undoubtedly, these words indicate that Keats has recognized fully the
lack of discipline on the part of Shelley and has sensed the danger that the lack
will not fail to make Shelley long survive his genius. Then, with all his
confidence, again, the Keats of Endymion begins to reflect on himself:

My Imagination is a Monastry and I am its Monk — you must explain my

metap [for metaphysics] to yourself.
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These words ring with something like a revolutionary tone, for the
conviction that the poet must devote himself to nothing but imagination leads
to a new attitude representative of the Romantic Revival. Keats seems to
maintain that the artist who gives up himself to unremitting discipline,
regarding imagination as the only weapon to rely upon, is worthy of being
called a poet in the real sense of the word.

Now here is the concluding passage:

I am in expectation of Prometheus 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. [ remember you advising me not to publish my
first-blights, on Hampstead heath — I 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 Mrs Shelley.

In the hope of soon seeing you (I) remain

most sincerely yours,
John Keats

6.5 LET US SUM UP

Keats never reached the Shelleys in Pisa. He died in Rome on 23 February
1821, aged twenty-five. Keats’ letters, although often poignant,
reveal the sense of enjoyment with which he wrote, and reflect the active
searching of a youthful and ever-developing mind. They are filled with vigour,
quality, and individuality, making them essential reading for a deeper
understanding of Keats’ poetry and poetic thought.

6.6 EXAMINATION ORIENTED QUESTIONS

1. Keats’ letters help more than his poems towards giving a clue to the
secret of his art. Discuss with reference to his letter to P B Shelley.
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6.7

How can you say that Shelley adopted a leading, though friendly, attitude
towards Keats?

Write a note on the criticism of Endymion by the critics of Keats’ times.
Why does Keats call it ‘my poor Poem’?

What part of the letter strikes us as an example of genuine friendship?
How?

How can you say that Keats lived up to his aesthetic principles?
Explain ‘an artist must serve Mammon.’

How can you say that Keats recognized the lack of discipline on the part
of Shelley?

MULTIPLE CHOICE QUESTIONS (MCQs)

What was Shelley's attitude towards Keats from start to finish?
(a) Leading and friendly

(b)  Hostile and unfriendly

(c) Critical and fault finding

(d) Indifferent and disinterested

Which of the following statements is true?

(a)  Keats held Shelley as the artist in high estimation.

(b)  Keats did not hold Shelley as the artist in high estimation.
(c)  Keats regarded Shelley as a great lyric poet.

(d)  Keats regarded Shelley as a great myth-maker.

Who said Keats was 'ever a fighter'?

(a) Shelley

(b)  John Taylor
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()
(d)

Thomas Keats

Edmund Blunden

Why did Shelley recommend Keats to visit [taly?

(a)
(b)

()
(d)

He wanted to teach him personally the art of writing poetry.

Italy was the very climate where consumptives could take care
of themselves.

Italy reigned in the literary circle of Europe.

Both B and C.

What did Shelley think about Keats' Endymion?

(a)
(b)
()
(d)

It was his masterpiece.
It was unjustly criticized by critics.
It needed minor improvements.

In the poem, Keats' imagination could not be said to fire to a
creative glow.

What is Keats referring to in the phrase, a circumstance I have

very much at heart to prophesy?

(a)
(b)
()
(d)

His critical evaluation by bitter critics
The negative response of Fanny Browne.
His approaching death.

The approaching death of his brother, Tom.

What does Keats mean by the term ‘ore’ in the clause ‘/oad every

rift of your subject with ore’, according to Bernard Blackstone?

(a)
(b)

‘full poetry’ or ‘organic texture’

‘richness, complexity and depth’
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10.

11.

(c) 'a matter of life's texture'
(d)  All of these.

According to E.C. Pettet, 'load every rift of your subject with ore’
means:

(a)  Adding strangeness to beauty.

(b)  Making every phrase a concrete image.

(c)  Describing every concrete image in abstract terms.
(d)  Loading poetry with myths.

According to Bernice Stole, the term 'ore' in 'load every rift
of your subject with ore’, means:

(a) Poetry, dramatic effect

(b)  Myths

(c)  Sensuous imagery

(d)  Figures of speech

Keats sensed that Shelley will not long survive his genius because he:
(a)  was only good at writing lyrics

(b) lacked discipline.

(¢) was too sensitive of criticism

(d)  wrote irregular odes

Who said, “Praise” or blame has but a momentary effect on the man
whose love of beauty in the abstract makes him a severe critic on his
own Works?

(a) Shelley about Keats

(b)  Keats about Shelley
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12.

(c) Keats about himself

(d) J.A Hessey about Keats

When Keats calls his Endymion 'my poor Poem':

(a)  He is being modest.

(b) It is a pessimistic comment.

(c) It is a frank confession of failure and a result of self-criticism.

(d)  He wanted to elicit Shelley's response.

Answers: 1. (A); 2. (B); 3. (D); 4. (D); 5. (D); 6. (C); 7. (D); 8. (B);

6.8

9. (A); 10. (B); 11. (C); 12. (C).
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Bernard Blackstone: The Consecrated Urn (Longmans, 1959)
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M.A. ENGLISH SEM. II1 LESSON : 7
COURSE CODE : ENG-311 UNIT : 11

KEATS’ LETTER TO LEIGH HUNT

STRUCTURE

7.1 Introduction

7.2 Objectives

7.3  Keats and Leigh Hunt

7.4  The Letter

7.5  Annotations and References

7.6 A Horseshoe Business

7.7  Let Us Sum Up

7.8  Examination Oriented Questions
7.9  Multiple Choice Questions (MCQs)

7.10 Suggested Reading

7.1 INTRODUCTION

Leigh Hunt (1784-1859) was at the center of the literary and publishing
world during the Romantic and Victorian early 19th century: he was the
fundamental piece of the literary network in London. His extensive
correspondence reflects his intimate knowledge of literary, artistic, political
and religious spheres in these key periods of British cultural history.
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Leigh Hunt was a devoted friend and supporter of Keats. Hunt used to
lend him books, give him advice from time to time, engage him in composition
contests and print and praise Keats’ poetry. Hunt also introduced Keats to
Haydon, Shelley, and others. Hunt’s radical politics, however, earned him the
enmity of influential critics. And since Keats was regarded as Hunt’s protégé,
he suffered the same fate. He understandably wished to distance his poetry
from Hunt’s influence, but they remained friends. Hunt later traveled to Italy
where he began an ill-fated literary journal with Shelley and Byron. In 1828, he
wrote a biographical sketch of Keats.

7.2  OBJECTIVES

In this lesson we shall go through Keats’ Letter to Leigh Hunt, who was
staying with the poet Percy Bysshe Shelley at the time. Towards the end of the
letter, Keats refers to a story about Shelley dramatically quoting Shakespeare
on the death of kings. By joking about deaths of poets, he foreshadows his and
Shelley’s premature deaths in 1821 and 1822.

7.3 KEATS AND LEIGH HUNT

The history of the friendship between John Keats and Leigh Hunt is the
story of Keats’development as a poet. Between the years 1816 and 1821, Keats
became a mature poet, moving from the uneven workmanship of his youth to
the mastery evidenced in his odes, in La Belle Dame sans Merci, in
Lamia, in The Fall of Hyperion, and so on. These were the years also of his
friendship with Leigh Hunt. Their relationship centered on poetry from the start,
and poetry was responsible for many of the sufferings which it involved. It is
the reason also for the special importance of that friendship.

7.4 THE LETTER
Margate May 10th —
My dear Hunt,

The little Gentleman that sometimes lurks in a gossips bowl ought to

have come in very likeness of a coasted crab and choaked me outright for not
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having answered your Letter ere this — however you must not suppose that [
was in Town to receive it; no, it followed me to the isle of Wight and I got it
just as I was going to pack up for Margate, for reasons which you anon shall
hear. On arriving at this treeless affair I wrote to my Brother George to request
C. C. C. to do the thing you wot of respecting Rimini; and George tells me he
has undertaken it with great Pleasure; so I hope there has been an
understanding between you for many Proofs — — C. C. C. is well acquainted
with Bensley. Now why did you not send the Key of your Cupboard which I
know was full of Papers? We would have lock’d them all in a trunk together
with those you told me to destroy, which indeed I did not do for fear of
demolishing Receipts. There not being a more unpleasant thing in the world
(saving a thousand and one others) than to pay a Bill twice. Mind you — old
Wood'’s a very Varmant-sharded in Covetousness — And now I am upon a horrid
subject — what a horrid one you were upon last sunday and well you handled
it. The last Examiner was [a] Battering Ram against Christianity — Blasphemy
— Tertullian — Erasmus — Sr. Philip Sidney. And then the dreadful Petzelians
and their expiation by Blood — and do Christians shudder at the same thing in
a Newspaper which the attribute to their God in its most aggravated form?
What is to be the end of this? I must mention Hazlitt’s Southey — O that he had
left out the grey hairs! Or that they had been in any other Paper not concluding
with such a Thunderclap — that sentence about making a Page of the feelings
of a whole life appears to me like a Whale’s back in the Sea of Prose. I ought
to have said a word on Shakspeare’s Christianity — there are two, which I have
not looked over with you, touching the thing: the one for, the other against.
That in favor is in Measure for Measure Act 2. S. 2 Isab. Alas! alas!

Why all the Souls that were, were forfeit once
And he that might the vantage best have took,
Found out the Remedy —
That against is in Twelfth Night. Act 3. S. 2. Maria — for there is no

Christian, that means to be saved by believing rightly, can ever believe such
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impossible Passages of grossness! Before I come to the Nymphs I must get
through all disagreeables — I went to the Isle of Wight — thought so much
about Poetry so long together that I could not get to sleep at night — and
moreover, I know not how it was, I could not get wholesome food — By this
means in a Week or so [ became not over capable in my upper Stories, and
set off pell mell for Margate, at least 150 Miles — because forsooth I fancied
that I should like my old Lodging here, and could contrive to do without
Trees. Another thing [ was too much in Solitude, and consequently was obliged

to be in continual burning of thought as an only resource.

However Tom is with me at present and we are very comfortable. We
intend though to get among some Trees. How have you got on among them?
How are the Nymphs? I suppose they have led you a fine dance-Where are you
now. In Judea, Cappadocia, or the Parts of Lybia about Cyrene, Strangers
from “Heaven, Hues and Prototypes. I wager you have given several new turns
to the old saying “Now the Maid was fair and pleasant to look on” as well as
mad[e] a little variation in “once upon a time” perhaps too you have rather
varied “thus endeth the first Lesson” I hope you have made a Horseshoe
business of — “unsuperfluous lift” “faint Bowers” and fibrous roots. I vow
that I have been down in the Mouth lately at this Work. These last two day/[s]
however I have felt more confident — I have asked myself so often why I should
be a Poet more than other Men, — seeing how great a thing it is, — how great
things are to be gained by it — What a thing to be in the Mouth of Fame — that
at last the Idea has grown so monstrously beyond my seeming Power of
attainment that the other day I nearly consented with myself to drop into a
Phaeton — yet 'tis a disgrace to fail even in a huge attempt, and at this moment
I drive the thought from me. I began my Poem about a Fortnight since and
have done some every day except travelling ones — Perhaps I may have done a
good deal for the time but it appears such a Pin’s Point to me that I will not
coppy any out. When I consider that so many of these Pin points go to form a
Bodkin point (God send I end not my Life with a bare Bodkin, in its modern
sense) and that it requires a thousand bodkins to make a Spear bright enough
to throw any light to posterity — I see that nothing but continual uphill
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Journeying! Now is there any thing more unpleasant (it may come among the
thousand and one) than to be so journeying and miss the Goal at last. But I
intend to whistle all these cogitations into the Sea where I hope they will breed
Storms violent enough to block up all exit from Russia. Does Shelley go on
telling strange Stories of the Death of Kings? Tell him there are strange Stories
of the death of Poets — some have died before they were conceived “how do
you make that out Master Vellum”. Does Mrs. S. cut Bread and Butter as neatly
as ever? Tell her to procure some fatal Scissors and cut the thread of Life of
all to be disappointed Poets. Does Mrs Hunt tear linen in half as straight as
ever? Tell her to tear from the book of Life all blank Leaves. Remember me to
them all — to Miss Kent and the little ones all.

Your sincere friend
John Keats alias Junkets —

7.5 ANNOTATIONS AND REFERENCES
1. a coasted crab: Keats, of course, means ‘roasted’ crab and not ‘coasted’.

2. C. C. C.: Charles Cowden Clarke (1787 —1877), English author
and Shakespearean scholar. Clarke’s father, Jason Bourne, was a
schoolmaster in Clarke’s Academy in Enfield Town, among whose pupils
was John Keats. Charles Clarke taught Keats his letters and encouraged
his love of poetry. He knew Charles and Mary Lamb, and afterwards
became acquainted with Shelley, Leigh Hunt, Coleridge, Hazlitt, William
Macready, Charles Dickens, Douglas Jerrold, and William Godwin.

Once Charles Clarke called upon Mr. Leigh Hunt. He took with
him two or three of the poems he had received from Keats. He could
anticipate that Hunt would speak encouragingly, and indeed approvingly,
of the compositions — written, too, by a youth under age; but his partial
spirit was not prepared for the unhesitating and prompt admiration which
broke forth before Hunt had read twenty lines of the first poem. Horace
Smith happened to be there on the occasion, and he was not less
demonstrative in his appreciation of their merits. The piece which he
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read out was the sonnet, “How many Bards gild the Lapses of Time!”
marking with particular emphasis and approval in the last six lines.
Smith exclaimed, “What a well-condensed expression for a youth so
young!” After making numerous and eager inquiries about him
personally, and with reference to any peculiarities of mind and manner,
the visit ended in my being requested to bring him over to the Vale of
Health. Charles Clarke observed that that was a “red-letter day” in the young
poet’s life, and one which will never fade with him while memory lasts.

Rimini: The Story of Rimini was a poem composed by Leigh
Hunt published in 1816. The work was based on his reading about Paolo
and Francesca in hell. Hunt’s version gives a sympathetic portrayal of
how the two lovers came together after Francesca was married off to
Paolo’s brother. The work promotes compassion for all of humanity and
the style served to contrast against the traditional 18th century poetic
conventions. The work received mixed reviews, with most critics praising
the language.

A review in the Edinburgh Review by William Hazlitt praised the
poem as a “gem of great grace and spirit, and in many passages and in
many particulars, of infinite beauty and delicacy”. In a letter to Hunt,
Hazlitt stated, “I have read the story of Rimini with extreme satisfaction.
It has many beautiful & affecting passages. You have, I think, perfectly
succeeded. I like the description of the death of Francesca better than
any. This will do.” A review in the Quarterly Review attacked the poem,
which Byron attributed to Hunt’s poetic diction. Thomas Moore told
Byron: “though it is, I own, full of beauties, and though I like him
sincerely, I really could not undertake to praise it seriously. There is so
much of the quizzible in all he writes, that [ never can put on the proper
pathetic face in reading him.”

Hazlitt’s Southey: William Hazlitt (1778 —1830) was an English writer,
drama and literary critic, painter, social commentator, and philosopher.
He met John Hunt, publisher of The Examiner, and his younger
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brother Leigh Hunt, the poet and essayist, who edited the weekly paper.
Hazlitt admired both as champions of liberty, and befriended especially
the younger Hunt, who found work for him. He began to contribute
miscellaneous essays to The Examiner in 1813.

Robert Southey was an English poet of the Romantic school,
one of the so-called “Lake Poets”, and Poet Laureate for 30 years from
1813 to his death in 1843. Southey was criticized by Lord Byron
and William Hazlitt who accused him of betraying his political principles
for money.

Shakespeare’s Christianity: Keats refers to Isabella’s dialogue in
Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure (Act.2 Sc 2):

“Why, all the souls that were forfeit once;
And He that might the vantage best have took
Found out the remedy. How would you be,

If He, which is the top of judgment, should
But judge you as you are? O, think on that;
And mercy then will breathe within your lips,

Like man new made.”

The basis of her appeal is that we have all received unconditional
forgiveness, grace, and mercy from the only One who could truly judge
us all—“He that might the vantage best have took.” We are all “forfeit
souls,” but instead of severity we have received mercy. That one thought,
above all, should be enough to inspire mercy to breathe new life within
us. But it’s not always the case, unfortunately. Too often we are like the
“Unforgiving Steward” in Jesus’ parable—all too happy to take the grace
we have been freely given, and all too willing to deal out judgment to
those around us.

Jesus was the very incarnation of mercy. In everything he did,
he demonstrated concretely the nature of God’s mercy by accepting
and befriending and loving and caring for sinners and tax collectors,
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outcasts and outsiders. He forgave sins and restored lives freely,
joyfully, and without any kind of conditions—whoever, whatever,
whenever, wherever. That kind of open-ended generosity seems to me
to be completely opposite from what I see reflected in our world.

Then he contrasts it with the speech of Maria in The Twelfth Night
(Act3 Sc. 2)- She says, “That gullible idiot Malvolio must have renounced
Christianity, since no Christian could do such outrageous
things as he’s doing. He’s wearing yellow stockings.”

6. Isle of Wight: John Keats resided on the Isle of Wight during 1817-1819.

7. The Nymphs: The Nymphs was composed by Leigh Hunt and published
in Foliage, his 1818 collection of poems. The work describes the spirits
of a rural landscape that are connected to Greek mythology. The images
serve to discuss aspects of British life along with promoting the freedom
of conscience for the British people. The collection as a whole received
many attacks by contemporary critics, but later commentators viewed
the poem favourably.

7.6 A HORSESHOE BUSINESS

The phrase, ‘a horse shoe business’, is used in the middle of Keats’ letter
to Hunt. Of all his letters this one requires the fullest annotation. Both men had
left London in April 1817. Hunt, staying in Marlow with the Shelleys, was
completing his two-part poem The Nymphs. Keats had gone off on his own to
start his Poetic Romance, Endymion. Both poems celebrate the cult of Pan and
the natural religion of Greek mythology, implicitly setting their fictive worlds
against the restrictions of contemporary sexual mores. Keats is replying to a
letter from Hunt which reached him belatedly because it had to be forwarded
from his London address. The extract begins with an account of how he comes
to be in Margate, and ends by asking about Hunt’s progress with The Nymphs.

The first paragraph is an apology explaining why it has taken Keats so
long to reply to Hunt. This is not at all convincing since he has already admitted
that Hunt’s letter reached him two weeks earlier on the Isle of Wight. The
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interesting thing though is Keats’s self-representation. The tone is partly comic:
‘I became not over capable in my upper Stories’. It is at moments archly (and
archaically) ironic—‘because forsooth I fancied’. It is hectic: ‘pell mell’
describes not just Keats’ journey but his syntax, his thoughts tumbling out, and
organized through dashes. Yet set against this narrative tone is another one, in
which thinking about ‘Poetry’ kept him awake all night, while ‘Solitude’ led to
a ‘continual burning of thought’. The younger poet writing to the older man is
self-mocking but simultaneously dramatizes himself as a striving solitary artist.
The comedy masks Keats’ self-identification as a true poet. His rhetorical
strategy appeals to Hunt as a fellow writer and seeks his understanding. But
what does Keats mean in the first sentence by ‘all disagreeables’? Most obviously
they are his physical travels, yet the force of feeling behind the words points to
a further instability. What this actually describes is a severe crisis of confidence
alone on the Isle of Wight, one which had only been resolved by calling on his
brother to join him in Margate at extremely short notice. At this point the letter
turns to Hunt’s The Nymphs. Keats had characterized Margate as ‘treeless’ in
comparison to the Isle of Wight, setting up an opposition between urban reality
and the pastoral world. Hunt’s poem, like Keats’ Endymion, belongs to the
latter. So Keats’ humorous statement, ‘We intend though to get among some
Trees’, enables him to ask Hunt ‘How have you got on among [the trees in
your pastoral]?’ And he then goes off into a playful riff in which he imagines
Hunt summoning up the spirits of the classical nymphs-Dryads, Oreads, etc.
The ‘fine dance’ blasphemously parodies the Bible, Acts [Chapter] ii, where a
multitude of believers from ‘Judea’ to ‘Cyrene’ are inspired by the Holy Ghost
to speak in tongues, just as the Greek deities are imagined to speak anew through
Hunt’s poem. Hunt’s Nymphs are ‘Strangers from Heaven’, and the ‘Maid fair
and Pleasant to look on’ is another Biblical allusion. Keats assumes that Hunt
shares his familiarity with the Bible. A play on other kinds of story-telling
follows (making ‘a little variation in “once upon a time” ’ or on Biblical readings
in church-‘Here endeth the first Lesson’). And the whole letter is packed with
references to literary texts, including four Shakespeare plays and an article by
Hunt in the most recent issue of the Examiner (described approvingly by Keats
as a ‘Battering Ram against Christianity’). Keats continues, ‘I hope you have
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made a Horse shoe business of [the following phrases in your poem]—
“unsuperfluous lift” “faint Bowers” and “fibrous roots”. The obscurity of this
sentence is resolved by Eric Partridge’s Dictionary of Slang. Horse shoe has
the slang meaning, ‘The female pudenda’, and ‘business’ means ‘sexual
intercourse’. Keats had seen a draft of Hunt’s poem, and is urging him to make
explicit the eroticism of the scene in which a ‘young poet’ is unwittingly ‘enticed’
by Keats’ ‘Forebodings’ a ‘bevy’ of naked water nymphs (Naiads) to join them
swimming. Keats picks out innocent phrases which, when quoted out of context,
carry sexual innuendo. Thus ‘Bowers’ is slang for a woman, and ‘roots’ (changed
by Keats from Hunt’s word ‘mould’) is slang for penis. In this context
‘unsuperfluous lift’, Hunt’s description of a swan’s wings, becomes another
possible sexual pun. The younger man has switched from the persona of one
poet writing to another. He is now addressing Hunt, man to man, as someone
equally free of religious and sexual cant. It is an invitation to share in
recognizing, and mocking, the displaced eroticism of pastoral romance. Keats
is fully conscious that if Hunt’s poem might be laughed at for this reason, the
same is true of his own poem—hence he says, ‘I vow that I have been down in
the Mouth lately at this Work [on Endymion]’. Keats’ letter presents himself as
he wished to appear to Hunt. He papers over the crisis of confidence which
caused his ‘pell mell’ flight to Margate, but his joking play on the ‘Horse shoe’
potential in Hunt’s poem is a momentary revelation of the doubleness of his
attitude to sexuality. It discloses Keats’ repressed anxieties and uncertainties
about his story of a mortal’s love for the moon goddess. His pitting of the
artificiality of classical mythology against the slang reality of Regency London
reflects a conflict evident throughout his work, one which if allowed the
opportunity would subvert the whole Endymion project.

Keats’ switching between romance and anti-romance, between ‘abstract
adoration of the deity’ and ‘goatish winnyish lustful love’, between desire
and disgust, appears in the presentation of female sexuality in his poems, in
his annotations, and in his letters. But immediately after the ‘Horse shoe’
passage, Keats appears to recover balance—‘These last two day [s] however
I have felt more confident—I have asked myself so often why I should be a
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Poet more than other Men,—seeing how great a thing it is . . . What a thing
to be in the Mouth of Fame’. Yet, read as a whole, Keats’ letter to Hunt
strains for effect. It tries too hard to be literary and witty. This is partly
because, encouraged by Haydon, Keats had come to think of Hunt as ‘self-
deluded’ and so is putting up a front. The following day, referring to his brief
and opaque comments on The Nymphs and Endymion, he told Haydon, ‘I
wrote to Hunt yesterday—scar [c]ely know what I said in it—I could not talk
about Poetry in the way I should have liked for I was not in humor with either
his or mine’. Far from feeling ‘confident” when writing to Hunt, Keats’ joking
about ‘Horse shoe business’ reflected his doubts about the validity of either
his or Hunt’s ‘Poetic Romances’ in the modern world. Keats’ letter to Hunt
was written during the day on Saturday, 10 May.

7.7 LET US SUM UP

Keats, when writing to those he most trusted, used his letters to test
out his ideas and to risk describing what he hoped he might achieve.

7.8 EXAMINATION ORIENTED QUESTIONS
1. How was Keats’ friendship with Leigh Hunt both a curse and a boon?

2. Keats quotes two extracts from Shakespeare to comment on his notions
of Christianity. Discuss.

3. Explain the phrase ‘a horse shoe business’ as used by Keats in his letter.
4. Why does Keats use the term ‘treeless’ in the letter to Hunt?
7.9 MULTIPLE CHOICE QUESTIONS (MCQs)

1. Who praised The Story of Rimini composed by Leigh Hunt in
a review?

(a) Hazlitt
(b) Thomas Moore
(c) Byron

(d) Keats
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What did Lord Byron and William Hazlitt accuse Robert Southey of?
(a)  Criticizing unduly the poetry of Keats.

(b)  Betraying his political principles for money.

(c)  Being a political adversary of Leigh Hunt.

(d) BothAandC

In the letter Keats asks Hunt, “How are the Nymphs?” What is he
referring to here?

(a) Hunt's girl friends

(b)  Hunt's daughters

(c) Hunt's imagination

(d)  Hunt's collection of poems.

What kept Keats awake all night at Margate?

(a) His illness

(b)  Fear of critics

(c)  thinking about 'Poetry’

(d) loneliness

What does Keats call a 'Battering Ram against Christianity'?
(a) Hunt's summoning up the spirits of the classical nymphs
(b) an article by Hunt in the most recent issue of The Examiner
(c)  areview published in The Quarterly

(d)  aplay that he saw at Margate

What earned Hunt the enmity of influential critics?

(a) His close friendship with Keats.
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(b)  His radical politics.
(c)  His anti- religious views.
(d) Hisreviews in The Examiner.

Hunt wrote a biographical sketch of Keats in:

(a) 1828
(b) 1812
(c) 1859
(d) 1838

Where was Tom when Keats wrote the letter to Hunt?
(a) He had migrated to France.

(b)  He was dead.

(c) He was with him.

(d) Keats does not mention about him.

Does Shelley go on telling strange Stories of the Death of Kings?
Whom was Shelley dramatically quoting here?

(a) Shakespeare
(b)  Marlowe

(c) Ben Jonson
(d) Dryden

Keats refers to two of the Bard's plays when he talks of Shakespeare's
Christianity. Which are those two plays?

(a)  King Lear and The Merchant of Venice

(b) Othello and A Midsummer Night's Dream
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(¢)  Richard III and Henry V
(d)  Measure for Measure and The Twelfth Night

Answers: 1. (A); 2. (B); 3. (D); 4. (C); 5. (B); 6. (B); 7. (A); 8. (C);
9. (A); 10. (D)

7.10 SUGGESTED READING

Edmund Blunden, Leigh Hunt’s “Examiner” Examined (London:
Harper & Brothers, 1931).

Barnette Miller, Leigh Hunt’s Relations with Byron, Shelley and
Keats (New York: Columbia University Press, 1910).

Sidney Colvin, Keats (New York: Martin’s Press, 1968).

John Keats, The Poetical and Other Writings of John Keats, edited
by H. Buxton Forman, vol. 5. (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons.,
1938-39).
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M.A. ENGLISH SEM. 111 LESSON : 8
COURSE CODE : ENG-311 UNIT : 11

SHELLEY “A DEFENCE OF POETRY”

STRUCTURE

8.1  Objectives

8.2  “A Defence of Poetry”

8.3  Multiple Choice Questions
8.4  Suggested Reading

8.1 OBJECTIVES

The objective of the lesson is to familiarize the learner with P.B. Shelley’s

essay “A Defence of Poetry” which was written in 1819 and finally published

posthumously in 1840.

CHAPTER - V : “A Defence of Poetry”

“A Defence of Poetry” was an essay written in reply to an attack made

on contemporary verse by Shelley's friend Thomas Peacock. “A Defence of

Poetry” hurriedly composed, remains a fragment but it is the most mature

expression of Shelley's view for it was written shortly before his death. It

appears to owe very little either to Wordsworth's Preface or to Coleridge's

Biographia Literaria, but there are a few reminiscenes of Sidney's Apology

for Poetry which Shelley had read just before he wrote his own Defence and

it shows like much of his mature poetry and how deeply he was influenced by the

more imaginative dialogues of Plato.

137



“A Defence of Poetry” was written in 1819 and finally published posthumously
in 1840 in Essays, Letters from Abroad, Translations and Fragments (1840). It
contains Shelley's famous claim that "Poets are the unacknowledged legislators of
the world.” Shelley's “Defence” is a response to Thomas Love Peacock's essay
"Four Ages of Poetry" in which Peacock satirically devalued the importance of
poetry in the age of science and technology.
Shelley believed that poetry and by extension art in general - revealed the beauty
and order of things in the universe and that without the artists’ imagination,
mankind would fail to appreciate the small things in life.

The essay asserts the power of poetry to affect change within the world,
claiming that poetry is “indeed something divine”. Shelley indicates that
the characteristic ability of the divine to both create and be reflected in
all it creates applies unconditionally to poetry: “Juxtaposing poetry to other
knowledge Shelley cites it as the generative force of all systems of thought -
poetry reveals, transforms and influences human thought, allowing for
the recreation of a universe that has been dulled by lack of wonder”. Although
he admits that actual poetic inspiration can never be recorded, Shelley suggested
that the dissipation of inspiration allows for self-conscious understanding of
the creative faculty. Because self-consciousness can reflect on itself infinitely,
transitory inspiration paradoxically attains an immortal and solidified
manifestation. Poetry, the material record on inspiration, creates anew

the universe.

“A Defence” begins with Shelley's exposition of two classes of mental
action - called reason and imagination. Reason is like a mind ratiocinating
about the relations borne by one thought to another and imagination as
mind acting upon those thoughts so as to colour them with its own light.
Reason according to him is the enumeration of quantities already known;
Imagination is the perception of the values of those quantities both separately
and as a whole. Reason respects the differences and imagination, the similitudes
of things. "There are points on which reasoning is insufficient to convince
the mind" he wrote to Hogg. Reason itself is only an assemblage of our
better feelings, passion considered under a peculiar mode of its operation."
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What the head and heard are unanimous in approving we need never doubt.
Professor Melvin T.Solve in Shelley : This Theory of Poetry aptly remarks:

Shelley's was the type of mind which inclines instinctively toward the ideal,
and hence, while he recognized that the senses supplied the materials of
beauty he came to believe more and more that the power of mind, the
imagination, was the important factor in art. In the he distinguishes between
reason and imagination. Both work with the materials supplied by sense, but
only imagination has the power of making new combinations, or discovering
new truth. Imagination is the poetic faculty. By its power the artist creates
what is new, yet also relative to the age new, yet related to the world of
sense. As Shelley was more and more driven in upon himself - the things of
this world being nothing but disappointments - he found refuge in the
transcendental philosophy, and solace in a perfect world of ideas governed
by love and beauty. Sometimes this world was thought of'as almost wholly
within the mind, as in Prometheus Unbound; sometimes it existed apart from
both mind and the world of things, as in the Hymn to Intellectual Beauty, and
cast its shadow here.

Shelley distinguishes imagination from reason by declaring the
former to be synthetic in its nature, while reason is analytic. Imagination is an
original creative principal within man which harmonizes all materials of sense
in accord with the individual in question, and also with the eternal, the infinite

and the one, in so far as the person is a poet.

Shelley has given reason small place in “A Defence”. It is a mere
mechanical process which must wait upon imagination. Reason has to do with
the relations which one thought bears to another and is the enumeration of
quantities already known. A reaction against the psychology of Locke appears
in the comparisons between man and the lyre. The impressions driven over the
mind both from without and from within produce ever changing melody as the
wind does on the strings of the lyre, but there is a synthetic power within the
mind which the lyre does not have a power of accommodation among those
impressions, and a power of adjustment to their external source. The result is not
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melody merely but harmony also. Shelley goes on to elaborate how "a child at play
by itself will delight by its (lyre) voice and motions and prolong the consciousness
of that effect even when the sound has died away. "After the cause has died away
the child will seek to prolong its pleasure by prolonging in its voice and motions the
duration of the effect." This desire to make the effect permanent was, so Shelley
thought, the probable origin of language and of the various arts.

Shelley explores in greater detail the difference between the reason and the
imagination, which are both "classes of mental action" or faculties or functions of the
mind, found in each human being. He defines reason as the "mind contemplating the
relations borne by one thought to another, however produced". The reason is, in
other words, concerned with the logical processes of critical reasoning and
argumentation to arrive at the truth of'things. It is, to this end, preoccupied with
"analysis" or understanding worldly phenomena by dissecting them, splitting them
into their constitutive elements. By contrast, the imagination is "mind acting upon
those thoughts [produced by the reason] so as to colour them with its own light, and
composing from them, as from elements, other thoughts". In other words, the
imagination is responsible for a higher level of thought than the reason and "has for
its objects those forms which are common to Universal nature and existence itself".
That is, the imagination sees beyond the physical world to the essences or ideal
forms of which physical phenomena in the Platonist scheme of things, are merely
imperfect replicas. The Imagination is, as such, concerned with "synthesis" or
conceptualizing the unification of phenomena where reason perceives only
distinctions: where reason "respects the differences", the Imagination perceives the
"similitude of things"; it accordingly "marries exultation and horror, grief and pleasure;
eternity and change; it subdues to union under its light yoke all irreconcilable things".
Allin all, the imagination is superior to reason, making use of and building upon but
also exceeding it: "reason is to the imagination, as the instrument to the agent, as the
body to the spirit, as the shadow to the substance".

While poetry and the other arts are mimetic, their aim is to produce an effect
rather than to reproduce a thing, though this effect does not necessarily pre-suppose
an audience. The lyre when the wind passes over its strings produces an effect
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according to the laws of its own nature. Man, when subjected to external stimuli,
responds to the irritation with an expression of pleasure or pain which bears a
definite relation to that which produced it, but which is different in kind. A child at
play will express its delight by its voice and movement, and each gesture will, in a
way, be an image of that which produce it, yet different. After the cause has died
away the child will seek to prolong its pleasure by prolonging in its voice and motions
the duration of the effect. This desire to make the effect permanent was, so Shelley
thought, the probable origin of language and of the various arts.

The language of poets is "vitally metaphorical," that is, it marks relationships
before unperceived and perpetuates that apprehension in words which become in
time signs of portions or classes of thought, instead of pictures of integral thoughts.
When this stage is succeeded by one of the stereotyped forms of speech, some new
poet must arise to revitalize the language or it will become dead. In the infancy of
society every author is necessarily a poet, because language itself, being fresh and
full of associations, is poetry. At such times language is poetry because it is
imaginative, because the associations between existence and perception on the one
hand, and between perception and expression on the other, are clearly marked.
Grammarians and lexicographers follow the poets, classifying and cataloguing the
creations of poetry. The grammatical forms as to moods of time and difference of
person are of no value in the highest poetry.

Color, form, religious and civil habits of action, as well as language, are all
instruments and materials of poetry. In the Revolt of Islam Shelley speaks of
"Paintings, the poesy of mightiest thought", and in "The Witch of Atlas", we are
told, embroiders "pictured poesy" in her fountain-lighted cavern. But in a more
restricted sense poetry expresses those arrangements of language, and especially
metrical language, which are created by "that imperial faculty, whose throne is
curtained within the invisible nature of man." The fact that poetry is particularly well
expressed in language is due to the nature of language itself, which is "a more direct
representation of the actions and passions of our internal being and is susceptible
of more various and delicate combinations than color, form, or motion, and is more

plastic and obedient to the control of that faculty of which it is the creation. For
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language is arbitrarily produced by the imagination, and has relation to thoughts
alone; but all other materials, instruments, and conditions of art, have relations among
each other, which limit and interpose between conception and expression." Language
is as a mirror which reflects the light of imagination; the other media, because of
their inherent qualities (what Aristotle called entelechies), are as clouds that enfeeble
the light which they should communicate. It is because of the superiority of language
as a medium of expression that poets have excelled in fame over all other artists.
Only founders of laws and of religions have rivaled poets in fame, and if one
subtracts from the fame of the former a portion for gross flattery by the vulgar,
and what belongs to them in their higher character of poets, little excess will

remain.

The poet, moreover, is the person to whom one should look for
new words and new combination of words. He possesses imagination, the
creative faculty, in a more generous degree than does anyone else. Language,
as we have seen, was thought by Shelley to be the arbitrary creation of

imagination.

Why then, should the poet confine himself to the words used by those
who live close to nature? In so far as they have, the poet must excess them in
power, or he is no poet. Shelley is more in accord with Coleridge than with
Wordsworth in the matter of language.

"For language is arbitrarily produced by the imagination, and has relation
to thoughts alone; but all other materials, instruments, and conditions of art,
have relations among each other, which limit and interpose between conception
and expression. The former is as a mirror which reflects, the latter as a cloud
which enfeeble, the light of which both are mediums of communication. Hence
the fame of sculptors, painters, and musicians, although the intrinsic powers of
the great masters of these arts may yield in no degree to that of those who have
employed language as the hieroglyphic of their thoughts, has never equaled that of
poets in the restricted sense of the term; as two performers of equal skill will produce
unequal effects from a guitar and a harp."
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As rhythm or order is fundamental in distinguishing beauty, it is logical that
rhythm should be of primary importance in poetry, and that distinction should be
made between measured and unmeasured language. Meter was produced, Shelley
thought, by the observation of the regular mode of occurrence of harmony in the
language of poetic minds, with the result that traditional forms of harmony were
established. But it is not necessary that a poet accommodate his language to a
traditional form, if the spirit of poetry, which is harmony, be preserved. The practice
of writing in meter is to be preferred, though a poet must inevitably make innovations
upon the forms used by his predecessors.

Shelley follows Sidney in declaring that the distinction between poets and
prose writers is a vulgar error. Like Sidney too, he declares that certain philosophers
and other prose writers were poets. Plato was essentially a poet, he says in the
Defence; "the truth and splendor of his imagining, and the melody of his language,
are the most intense that it is possible to conceive. He rejected the measure of the
epic, dramatic, and lyrical forms, because he sought to kindle a harmony in thoughts
divested of shape and action, and he forbore to invent any regular plan of rhythm
which would include, under determinate forms, the varied pauses ofhis style." Bacon
was a poet too, and his language has "a sweet and majestic rhythm, which satisfies
the sense, no less than the almost superhuman wisdom of his philosophy satisfies
the intellect." Although Plato is master of a rare and subtle logic, it is the "Pythian
enthusiasm of poetry, melted by the splendor and harmony of his periods into one
irresistible stream of musical impressions," which makes him a poet; his intuitions
into all that can be the subject of human mind, rather than his reason. The poetry of
Moses, Job, David, Solomon, and Isaiah had a great effect upon Jesus, whose own
words are "instinct with the most vivid poetry." All the authors of revolutions in
opinion are not only necessarily poets, as they are inventors, nor even as their
words unveil the permanent analogy of things by images which participate in the life
of truth; but as their periods are harmonious and rhythmical, and contain in
themselves the elements of verse; being the echo of the eternal music : “Poetry
reveals through concrete and rhythmical language hitherto unperceived
relationships between the world of experience and that of truth. Imagination
invents or discovers and synthesizes its elements into a harmony which is in
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accord with the eternal music.”

Poetry and the other arts are imitative, but the imitation is the result of desiring
to prolong or make permanent an effect which something in nature, or in the relations
between men, had made upon the observer. This desire for prolongation of pleasure
may coincide with the desire for communication, or merely for expression. The
basis of art is, in either case, emotional and not intellectual. Facts as such, while
they may be of importance in history or philosophy, would be of no importance in
art unless they had a definite emotional value. The marshaling of facts is the work of
reason; the selection and combination of materials of sense so as to produce a
unified and harmonious result is the work of the poetic faculty, imagination. This
power inherent in the mind is able to make out of the materials which it has, forms
approaching to ideal perfection, and hence is genuinely creative. Poetry and the
other arts in their approximations to the perfect and enduring are thus concerned
with the highest truth. When the veiled maid appeared to Shelley in Alastor, singing
in tones "like the voice of his own soul,"

Knowledge and truth and virtue were her theme,
And lofty hopes of divine liberty.

But the imaginative truths of poetry always have to be referred to the emotions
in order to determine their validity. Consciously or not it is the satisfaction of an
emotional craving which the artist is trying to achieve in a work of art, and when he
has found it he recognizes it instantly by the pleasure which attends the representation.

Man with all his passions becomes the object of the passions of man and as
more and more emotions are added, the repertoire of expression increases and
"language, gesture, and the imitative arts, become at once the representation and
the medium, the pencil and the picture, the chisel and the statue, the chord and the
harmony." Since man creates social sympathies the moment two people interact, he
observes a certain kind of harmony in words and actions quite distinct from that of
the mundane objects and the impressions represented by them.

Shelley believed that the spark of divinity, the whiter adiance of eternity
which was in everyone, and which could not be entirely obscured by the dome
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of many colored glass, made all people aspire toward a more perfect world.
Everyone has some imagination, some ability to find truth and beauty, and hence
happiness, but poets have this faculty most highly developed. Men in a society
find the passions and pleasures of life greatly enriched, and equality, diversity,
unity, contrast, and mutual dependence, which are the principles determining
their wills to action, also are the principles which "constitute pleasure in
sensation, virtue in sentiment, beauty in art, truth in reasoning, and love in the
intercourse of kind." Love of truth and beauty, hatred of falsehood and error
are the underlying principles of society and of art alike. Poetry is the expression
of the imagination; the imagination enables us to put ourselves in the place of
others, to find what is good in them and to love it. Poetry develops the
imagination as exercise develops a limb, and hence is the best socializing agent.
Poets, as those having most imagination, are the discoverers of all knowledge,
the pioneers in all fields of learning. As they are most sensitive to harmony and
best able to produce it, they are the originators of laws, the lawgivers to the
world. The arts, then, are in the very closest relationship to life, to morality, to
knowledge, and can never become obsolete or useless, as Peacock contended
they had already become. They bridge the gap between the temporal and the
infinite.

The stress which Shelley lays upon the emotional basis of art may not
seem to be in accord with the conception of poetry as an art which discovers
and expresses the highest truth, for emotion is commonly thought to interfere
with the discovery of truth. But, as the mystics and transcendentalists have
always done, Shelley relied (as we have already seen) very much upon his
emotions and inner promptings. Instead of accepting the world's judgment,
he had long been accustomed to trust to his feelings. And it is interesting to
note that this statement and others of the same tenor were made even during
the period when he was not most engrossed with the cult of reason preached
by Godwin and the Encyclopaedists. "Reason", he wrote to Hogg in February,
1813, "is only an assemblage of our better feelings - passion considered under
a peculiar mode of its operation....." He believed that all new truth came, a
little at a time no doubt, though intuitive flashes, in sudden illuminations;
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and the mode of mind which apprehended these new relationships he called the
imagination, the poetic faculty. The experience always brought a glow of intense
pleasure, even though the background of fact had been tinged with melancholy.

It is the fundamental factor of rhythm which makes translation of
poetry impossible. In every poetical composition there is a close relationship
between the rhythms of sound and those of thought. They are, indeed,
inseparable, and the meaning and effect of the poem depend upon both. Facts,
no doubt, can be translated into any language but Facts are not what we want
to know in poetry, in history, in the lives of individual men, in satire, in panegyric.
They are the mere divisions, the arbitrary points on which we hang, and to
which we refer those delicate and evanescent hues of mind, which language
delights and instructs us in precise proportion as it expresses. What is a
translation of Homer into English? A person who is ignorant of Greek need
only look at Paradise Lost or the tragedy of Lear translated into French to
obtain an analogical conception of its worthless and miserable inadequacy.

The language of poets has always affected a certain uniform and
harmonious recurrence of sound, without which it would not be poetry, and
this sound rhythm is almost as necessary to the communication of its influence
as are the words themselves. When an attempt is made to translate from one
language to another, it is obvious that while fairly exact equivalents can be
found for the words, the sound element of each word is changed, and the sound
rhythm which resulted from the juxtaposition of the words in the verse must be
utterly destroyed. "Hence the vanity of translation; it were as wise to cast a
violet into a crucible that you might discover the formal principle of its colour
and odour, as seek to transfuse from one language into another the creations of
the poet. The plan must spring again from its seed, or it will bear no flower.....".
Translation, then, is impossible, first, because the interrelated rhythms of sound
and sense cannot be reproduced in another language, and second, because the

world of art must spring from an intuition, as the plant from the seed.

According to Shelley, "In the infancy of society every author is necessarily
a poet, because language itself is poetry; and to be a poet is to apprehend the
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true and the beautiful, in a word, the good which exists in the relation, subsisting,
first between existence and perception, and secondly between perception and
expression."

Poets, according to the circumstances of the age and nation in which they
appeared, were called, in the earlier epochs of the world, legislators or prophets :
a poet essentially comprises and unites both these characters. For he not only
beholds intensely the present as it is, and discovers those laws according to
which present things ought to be ordered, but he beholds the future in the
present, and his thoughts are the germs of the flower and the fruit of latest time.

One may ask why the poets have not been more systematic thinkers; why
the poet's sense of form, proportion, and harmonious relationships does not extend
itself into systems of thought. Shelley would, of course, have denied that the poets
have borrowed their philosophical ideas from the systematic philosophers.
On the contrary, he maintained that the philosophers, in so far as they have
contributed new ideas or made new associations between ideas, have made
their discoveries by means of the imagination, and hence are poets. Thus Plato and
Bacon were poets; essentially there is no difference between a poet and
a philosopher, and Dante, Shakespeare, and Milton were "philosopher of the
very loftiest power." Perhaps if Shelley had been pressed he would have added that
those whom we commonly called philosophers have, in addition to imagination, its
colder and more prosy counterpart, reason, developed to a high degree.

Having defined the poet, Shelley turns his attention to comprehending
the nature of poetry. In a famous definition which signals a definitive shift
towards the author-oriented or expressive model of literature which comes to
predominate from about 1900, Shelley argues that poetry is the "expression of
the imagination" of the poet. He admits that reason evidently plays a part too: "[1]
language, color, form, and religious and civil habits of action, are all the instruments
and materials of poetry". In other words, at least at one level, poetry makes use
of media like words and is an imitation of human actions and behaviour. Poetry is
in short, to some degree at least, a mirror held up to the physical world, as
Wordsworth argues. These are all functions within the province of the reason.
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However, poetry does more than this: poets, using their Imagination, "imagine
and express" an "indestructible order". This is because the poet "participates in
the eternal, the infinite, and the one". Poetry is, from this point of view, the main
"portal of expression from the caverns of the spirit . . . into the universe of things"
and, as such, the "echo of the eternal music". For this reason, poetry is the "very
image of life expressed in its eternal truth": it "strips the veil of familiarity from the
world, and lays bare the naked and sleeping beauty, which is the spirit of its
forms". Its "words unveil the permanent analogy of things by images which
participate in the life of truth". This is why Shelley speaks of poets as
"communicating and receiving intense and impassioned conceptions respecting
man and nature" and functioning thereby to "measure the circumference and sound

the depths of human nature with a comprehensive and all-penetrating spirit".

Shelley accordingly ranks literature in general and poetry in particular above
all other art forms such as the visual arts, the plastic arts (sculpture), or dance.
This is because poetry "expresses those arrangements of language, and especially
metrical language, which are created by that imperial faculty, whose throne is
curtained within the invisible nature of man" which he calls the Imagination. Poetry,
in other words, is the medium by which the Imagination, that sovereign faculty
within man which links him to beyond the physical world, expresses itself. This
fact "springs from the nature itself of language" which is a "more direct representation
of the actions and passions of our internal being, and is susceptible of more various
and delicate combinations" and is "more plastic and obedient of the faculty of
which it is the creation" than other media of representation found in other art
forms such as "color, form, or motion".

Shelley also elevates poetry above prose fiction, even though the latter also
utilizes words. He spends some time distinguishing between prose fiction and poetry,
or as he puts it, "measured and unmeasured language". The difference lies not merely
in the fact that one is written in verse while the other is not. Where a "story" (prose
fiction) is merely a "catalogue of detached facts, which have no other connection
than time, place, circumstance, cause and effect", poetry is by contrast the "creation
of actions according to the unchangeable forms of human nature, as existing in the
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mind of the creator, which is itself the image of all other minds". Where prose fiction
is "partial, and applies only to a definite period of time, and a certain combination
of events which can never again recur", poetry is "universal, and contains within
itself the germ of a relation to whatever motives or actions have place in the possible
varieties of human nature". Where prose fiction is nothing more than a "story of
particular facts" and, as such, a "mirror which obscures and distorts that which
should be beautiful", poetry is a mirror which "makes beautiful that which is distorted".
Poetry, Shelley famously asserts, is the "record of the best and happiest moments
of the happiest and best minds". It "makes immortal all that is best and most
beautiful in the world; it arrests the vanishing apparitions which haunt the
interlunations of life, and veiling them, or in language or in form, sends them
forth among mankind". It "redeems from decay the visitations of the divinity in
man" because it "turns all things to loveliness".

Arguing that knowledge is subjective, that all things "exist as they are
perceived; at least in relation to the percipient”, the mind being able to "make
a heaven of hell, a hell of heaven", Shelley contends that poetry defeats the
curse which binds us to be subjected to the accident of surrounding impressions.
“And whether it spreads its own figured curtain, or withdraws life's dark veil
from before the scene of things, it equally creates for us a being within our
being. It makes us the inhabitants of a world to which the familiar world is a
chaos. It . . purges from our inward sight the film of familiarity which obscures
from us the wonder of our being. . . . It creates anew the universe, after it has
been annihilated in our minds by the recurrence of impressions blunted by
reiteration.”

This is why he argues that the creative faculty is the "basis of all
knowledge". Arguing that we have more "moral, political and historical wisdom"
and more "scientific and economical knowledge" than we know what to do
with and that the "poetry in these systems of thought, is concealed by the
accumulation of facts and calculating processes", Shelley asserts that what we
lack is the "creative faculty to imagine that which we know; . . . the generous
impulse to act that which we imagine; we want the poetry of life". He contends
that the cultivation of those sciences which have enlarged the limits of the
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empire of man over the external world, has, for want of the poetical faculty,
proportionally circumscribed those of the internal world; and man, having
enslaved the elements, remains himself a slave.

The function of the poetic faculty is two-fold, he stresses: it "creates
new materials of knowledge and power and pleasure" and it "engenders in the
mind a desire to reproduce and arrange" these materials "according to a certain
rhythm and order which might be called the beautiful and the good".

Because the Imagination is the most important mental faculty, in Shelley's
view, responsible for composing a poem, the creative process is not one
that can be consciously controlled. Creativity is "not like the reasoning, a
power to be exerted according to the determination of the will". One cannot
say that "I will compose poetry". As a result, he argues that the mind in
creation is as a fading coal, which some invisible influence, like Richard L.
W. Clarke notes "an inconstant wind, awakens to transitory brightness; this
power arises from within, like the colour of a flower which fades and changes
as it is developed, and the conscious portions of our natures are unprophetic
either of its approach or its departure.”

Poetry is the product of inspiration, emanating from within and over
which the conscious portion of our mind (or reason) has little control. Poets
are "compelled to serve" that regal "power which is seated on the throne of
their own soul". He concludes that it is, therefore, an error to assert that the
"finest passages of poetry are produced by labour and study". Rather, he writes,
we are conscious only of "evanescent visitations of thought and feeling, sometimes
associated with place or person, sometimes regarding our own mind alone, and
always arising unforeseen and departing unbidden but elevating and delightful beyond
all expression". It is as it were the interpenetration of a diviner nature through our
own; but its footsteps are like those of a wind over the sea, which the morning calm

erases, and whose traces remain only, as on the wrinkled sand which paves it.

Such "conditions of being", he avers, are experienced mostly by "those of
the most delicate sensibility and the most enlarged imagination".

150



For Shelley, because of their power to envision an alternative world, poets
are more than mere writers: they are "institutors of laws, . . . founders of civil
society, . . . inventors of the arts of life, . . . teachers, who draw into a certain
propinquity with the beautiful and the true, that partial apprehension of the agencies
of'the invisible world" which we normally call religion. Shelley terms them "legislators"
and "prophets" because the poet "not only beholds intensely the present as it is, and
discovers those laws according to which present things ought to be ordered, but he
beholds the future in the present and his thoughts are the germ of the flower and the
fruit of the latest time".

The harmonious expression of one's apperception of life, which has the
possibility of communication, which gives pleasure, and which has been vitalized
by its author's contact with his fellow-men, is, according to Shelley, poetry in its
widest sense. "A poem differs from a story in that the story is a catalogue of facts
related in time, place, circumstances, cause, and effect. The poem is the "creation
of actions according to the unchangeable forms of human nature, as existing in
the mind of the Creator, which is itself the image of all other minds." The story is
of a given time and place, a combination of events which can never recur; the
poem is universal and bears in itself "the germ of a relation to whatever motives
or actions have place in the possible varieties of human nature." A story of
particular facts obscures and distorts that which should be beautiful. By its
copying of the details of external nature or of man's life it fails to discover the
fundamental relationships or rhythms which have universal validity. The poem, on the
other hand, is "a mirror which makes beautiful that which is distorted." The poet
perceives the basic proportions and relationships under the chaotic appearances of
life, and out of them makes a harmony which is in accord with the unchangeable forms
of human nature and with the mind of the Creator.

Parts of a composition may be poetry, without the work as a whole being a
poem. We may even regard a single sentence as poetry, though it occurs in the
midst of others which are unassimilated - out of harmony with each other and with
themselves. This small part of a composition may be the spontaneous work of
imagination, while those surrounding it may be only the laborious result of
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unimpassioned effort. Even a single word may be "a spark of inextinguishable
thought." For this reason all of the great historians, Herodotus, Plutarch, and
Livy, were poets. Their method of work, demanding as it did too close an
observance of particulars, prevented their developing the poetic faculty in its
highest degree, but "by filling all the interstices of their subjects with living
images," they made ample amends for their subjection.

For Shelley- “A poet is a nightingale, who sits in darkness and sings to cheer
its own solitude with sweet sound; his auditors are as men entranced by the melody
of an unseen musician, who feel that they are moved and softened, yet know not
when and why Shelley praised Homer's epic of war and intrigues most highly among
the poems of the ancient.”

8.2 EXAMINATION ORIENTED QUESTIONS

1. Give Shelley’s view on the two classes of mental action - Reason
and Imagination.

2. How, in Shelley's view is Imagination more important than Reason?
3. Elucidate through the example of the harp the effect of pleasure.
4. What are the materials of Poetry according to Shelley?

5. The distinction between poets and prose writers is a vulgar error
in Shelley's opinion. Elaborate.

6. Why were poets, in earlier epochs, called the prophets and legislators
of the world?

7. How, in Shelley’s view in ‘A Defence of Poetry’ translation from one
language to another, impossible?

8. Elucidate Shelley's nature of poetry.
9. What are the two-fold functions of poetry?

10.Does Shelley favour a didactic note in poetry?
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8.3 MULTIPLE CHOICE QUESTIONS

I.

What is the main argument of Shelley’s “A Defence of Poetry”?

A) Poetry should primarily entertain readers.

B) Poetry is a waste of time and resources.

C) Poetry is the highest form of human expression and has a vital role in society.
D) Poetry should be confined to traditional forms and styles.

According to Shelley, what is the source of poetry’s power and influence?
A) Political authority

B) Religious institutions

C) The imagination

D) Logical reasoning

In Shelley’s view, what is the relationship between poetry and ethics?

A) Poetry has no ethical or moral significance.

B) Poetry can corrupt moral values.

C) Poetry has the power to inspire and elevate moral and ethical awareness.
D) Poetry should avoid addressing ethical issues.

What does Shelley mean by the term “unacknowledged legislator of the world”
in reference to poets?

A) Poets have political power.

B) Poets have no influence on society.

C) Poets shape cultural norms and values through their work.
D) Poets should remain silent on social issues.

According to Shelley, why is poetry a superior form of communication
compared to prose?
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A) Poetry is easier to understand.
B) Poetry is more entertaining.
C) Poetry appeals to the emotions and imagination, conveying deeper truths.
D) Poetry is more concise.
Answers 1c¢,2¢,3¢,4¢,5¢
8.4 SUGGESTED READING
The Life of Percy Bysshe Shelley, Thomas Medwin (London, 1847).

Gilmour, Ian (2002). Byron and Shelley: The Making of the Poets.
New York: Carol & Graf Publishers.
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M.A. ENGLISH SEM. III LESSON : 9
COURSE CODE : ENG-311 UNIT : 11

P.B. SHELLEY - “A DEFENCE OF POETRY”

STRUCTURE

9.1  Objectives

9.2  Chapter VI - “A Defence of Poetry”
9.3  Examination Oriented Questions

9.4  Multiple Choice Questions

9.4  Suggested Reading

9.1 OBJECTIVES

The Objective of the lesson is to acquaint the learner with P.B. Shelley’s
essay “A Defence of Poetry”.

9.2 CHAPTER - VI- “A DEFENCE OF POETRY”

Homer embodied the ideal perfection of his age in human character;
nor can we doubt that those who read his verses were awakened to an ambition
becoming like Achilles, Hector, and Ulysses: the truth and beauty of friendship,
patriotism, and persevering devotion to an object. The poet through his
composition may garb the vices of revenge or self- deceit temporarily but will
not conceal the eternal purpose of poetry's beauty.

The manner in which poetry achieves its effect is impossible to apprehend.

Since it is concerned with the permanent and universal, it must inevitably be
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conductive of virtue; but the mature Shelley (although we find it in his poetry) says
he had no faith in moral precepts. Moral precepts are the result of reason; they are
particular and local, of a time and place. A poet would do all to embody his own
conceptions of right and wrong in his poetry, for they could not have universal
validity. A didactic purpose, he says, is injurious to poetry, and poets such as
Euripides, Lucan, Tasso, and Spenser, who have frequently affected a moral aim,
diminished the effect of their poetry in exact proportion to the degree "in which
they compel us to advert to this moral purpose”. “Poetry is a sword of lightning,
ever unsheathed, which consumes the scabbard that would contain it.” Since genuine
poetry is inevitably conducive to virtue, there need be no attempt made to avoid the
representation of evil, for it is not the presence of the evil, or of the transient, which
determines that a work is not poetry, but the absence of the universal, permanent,
and harmonious. Poetry has the power to transform all things to loveliness, to subdue

to union all irreconcilable things.

Poetry turns all things to loveliness; it exalts the beauty of that which
is most beautiful, and it adds beauty to that which is most deformed;
it marries exultation and horror, grief and pleasure, eternity and change;
it subdues to union, under its light yoke, all irreconcilable things. It
transmutes all that it touches, and every form moving within the
radiance of its presence is changed by wondrous sympathy to an
incarnation of the spirit which it breathes; its sweet alchemy turns
to potable gold the poisonous waters which flow from death through
life; it strips the veil of familiarity from the world and lays bare the
naked and sleeping beauty, which is the spirit of its form.

The deliberate or inadvertent utilization of pain to produce pleasure is met
with frequently in Shelley. This is the work of a power which he attempts to describe
in the second paragraph of the ‘Defence’. "But there is a principle within the human
being, and perhaps within all sentient beings, which acts otherwise than in a lyre,
and produces not melody alone, but harmony, by an internal adjustment of the
sounds and motions thus excited to the impressions which excite them". There is a

transcendental power inherent in the mind which is able to harmonize the incongruous
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materials of sense into works of art. By the aid of this divine gift the poet is able
to make out of his own sufferings and the dross and error of the world something
which bears the stamp of beauty; through this faculty, which indeed the poet is not
master of, he participates in "the eternal, the infinite, and the one". Hence, in so far
as he is a poet, as he is the author of the highest wisdom and pleasure, the poet
ought to be the happiest and best of men.

The transmutation of error, pain, and evil by the poet's imaginative faculty is
alluded to more than once. Indeed, he held that suffering is an important source of
art, for he says that :

"Most wretched men
Are called into poetry by wrong :
They learn in suffering what they teach in song."

And the force and sweetness of their singing may be in direct proportion to
the severity of the pain :

Our sweetest songs are those that tell of saddest thought.

This magic which enables the poet to turn poison to potable gold and sadness
to sweet song is the harmonizing, the regulating and unifying power of poetry. Shelley
has in mind here the charming and stabilizing power of rhythm, both of sound and of
thought.

This harmonizing element Shelley also calls love, which to him was the law
of the universe, and beauty, the creative and supporting power of the world. Love
is, of course, attracted to the perfect, but love also has a sublimating and harmonizing
power and can reproduce its image in that which it contemplates. The power of
love to produce happiness was early recognized by Shelley, and so was its constant
attendant pain. The poetical faculty, he says, has one of'its functions the engendering
of a desire to reproduce and to arrange the materials presented to it "according to
a certain rhythm or order which may be called the beautiful and the good." This
process of making rhythmical has the effect of absorbing the evil, at least of making
it innocuous. The recognition of this underlying principle in the ancient poet aroused
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Shelley's enthusiasm for them, and caused him to defend them as moral.

It is the imagination which apprehends the relationships of things and ideas,
and which perceives the before unknown harmonies and beauties of the world.
Shelley uses the word intellectual to indicate that beauty to him is of the mind, is
idea, and not sensuous; to distinguish what is universal and eternal from that which
is temporal, transient, and local.

Shelley contends that Homer and the cyclic poets were followed by the
dramatic and lyrical poets of Athens and architecture, music, dance, sculpture,
philosophy, all flourished as kindred expressions of the poetical faculty yet it
was poetry which gave permanence to this epoch.

Shelley than goes on to elucidate as to how drama flourished in Athens.
For the Athenians employed language, action, music, painting, the dance, and
religious institutions, to produce a common effect in the representation of the
highest idealisms of passion and of power; each division in the art was made
perfect in its kind by artists of the most consummate skill, and was disciplined
into a beautiful proportion and unity, one towards the other.

The growth of a free aesthetic attitude toward the subject matter of art,
which has several times been alluded to, is further noticeable in the poet's
attitude toward the comic, and in statements such as those in the ‘Defence’
where he says that imperfection in poetry does not consist so much in the
presence of things connected with the external and the temporal as in the absence
of those elements which belong to the inner faculties of our nature; that the
incomparable perfection of the ancients consisted in the harmony of all elements.

Shelley's early condemnation of comedy was due not merely to a defective
sense of humour, but to an excess of sensibility. The comic characters of the
day gave him no pleasant sense of superiority; he felt, on the one hand, pity for
what seemed to him to be society's unfortunates and, on the other, responsibility
and guilt for their deplorable ignorance and utter lack of dignity. The comic
became, through excess of sympathy, pathetic. He thought that neither the authors
nor the theater going audience had any sympathy for the objects of their mirth, and
hence humor was superseded by wit. This, as he says in the Defence, was ever the
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situation in periods when morals were in a low state. Comic poetry in such periods
sinks to the merely superficial, or the obscene. "If we laugh at all it is from self-
complacency and triumph, instead of pleasure; malignity, sarcasm, and contempt,
succeed to sympathetic merriment." The comic of this nature he would condemn
because there is in it none of the universal, and because the evil, the temporal, is
not reconciled to the good and the eternal; the element of harmony is absent.

Shelley recognizes the blending of comedy with tragedy in modern times
an extension of the dramatic circle but the comedy should be as in King Lear,
universal, ideal and sublime. But it is in poetry with its most perfect form,
good and evil in conduct or habit is related although tragedy mirrors the
circumstances of age.

The drama, so long as it continues to express poetry, is a prismatic and
many-sided mirror, which collects the brightest rays of human nature and divides
and reproduces them from the simplicity of their elementary forms, and touches
them with majesty and beauty, and multiplies all that it reflects, and endows it
with the power of propagating its like wherever it may fall.

A decay in social life leads to a decay in drama and tragedy becomes a
cold imitation of great masterpieces. Dramas effect sentiment and passion but
without imagination they degenerate into 'caprice and appetite'. The grossest
degradation of drama took place in the reign of Charles II where poetry was a
vehicle to glorify the king. Only Milton's poetry shone brilliantly in this age.

Shelley argues that the connection of poetry and social good is more
observable in the drama than in whatever other form. In a degraded society life
could be exalted if dramatic principles were enclosed. Wars and subordination
suspended the creative faculty of Greece and the 'bucolic' writers patronized
by the dictatorial rulers came out with poetry which was intensely melodious
but like the odour of the tuberose, it overcomes and sickens the spirit with
excess of sweetness; whilst the poetry of the preceding age was a meadow-gale of
June, which mingles the fragrance ofall the flowers of the field, and adds a quickening
and harmonizing spirit of its own which endows the sense with a power of sustaining

its extreme delight.
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Shelley has the Plotinian notion of creation as a falling-away from the
perfection of the ideal. This he holds to be true of the artist’s work as well as
of the mundane world, for he tells us in the ‘Defence’ that “the mind in creation
is as a fading coal”; that “when composition begins, inspiration is already on
the decline, and the most glorious poetry that has ever been communicated to
the world is probably a feeble shadow of the original conceptions of the poet”.
“This world, as Plato taught, is but a poor shadow of reality”; and for the weak
organs of mortals perhaps it is necessary to veil the radiancy of the eternal, “to
temper this planetary music”. This admixture of dross or error in all things of
this life, even in art, may, he thinks, be necessary, or at least expedient.

Everyone, while having definite gifts and tendencies of his own, must be
a product of the age in which he lives, must reflect the age, and must bear a
definite relation to his contemporaries. All the writers of any particular age
must bear a resemblance to each other, for they "cannot escape from subjection
to a common influence which arises out of an infinite combination of
circumstances belonging to the times in which they live; though each is in a
degree the author of the very influence by which his being is thus pervaded."
The mind of everyone, as he said in Mont Blanc, both renders and receives fast

influencings,
Holding an unremitting interchange
With the clear universe of things around;

and, as he says in the Preface to Prometheus Unbound, "A poet is the
combined product of such internal powers as modify the nature of others;
and of such external influences as excite and sustain his powers; he is not
one but both."

The part which the clear universe of things plays in the poet's work is
undoubtedly great, for not only does the material of poetry come from the world
of sense experience, but the stimulus to create comes from the external world
also. A significant part of the external world is the public, whose contribution
toward a work of art Shelley also believed to be very important. “It is impossible
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to compose,” he wrote very shortly before his death, “except under the strong
excitement of an assurance of finding sympathy in what you write....”

The spirit of the age in which they live affects all poets, said Shelley,
and the study of the foremost writers of his age is quite apt to influence a
poet's style. Every writer is subject both to the modes of thought and feeling
which the events of his age have brought to view, and to the forms in which
these ideas and emotions have been expressed. These factors will tend to
produce a similarity in all the writers of a given period, but it can not be
said because of that similarity that Byron imitates Wordsworth any more
than that Wordsworth imitates Byron. “The spirit of one's genius is less
affected than is the form in which they live,” but the spirit is “the
uncommunicated lightning of their own mind.”

There is a direct correspondence, Shelley thought, between the moral
tone of an age and the quality of the poetry produced in that period. In periods
of moral decadence the public mind occupied itself with trivialities and not
with universal truths, and poetry in such times was lacking in elevation and in
sympathy. Humor became wit, and comedy, instead of being of a universal nature,
became corrupt and obscene. Yet even in an age when imagination was at a low
ebb and when indulgence was substituted for intellectual pleasure, poetry was
the source of all the true happiness which men were capable of feeling.

Social corruption destroys all sensibility to all pleasure beginning with
the imagination and the intellect and slowly permeating into the very vetalo
with its poisonous effect. At such times poetry shines both as 'light of life; the
source of whatever of beautiful or generous or true can have place in an evil
time (571-572 Lines) The sacred links of great poetry can never be disjoined
because it “contains within itself the seeds at once of its oven and social
renovation.”

In time social life was not so influenced by the poetical element still
Lucreties and Virgil wrote exalted poetry. Although it imitated Greece yet just
as the shadow is less vivid than the substance the institution of Rome was less
poetical than those of Greece. The true poetry of Rome lived in its institutions;
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for whatever of beautiful, true and majestic, they contained, could have sprung only
from the faculty which creates the order in which they consist.

Shelley then goes on to argue how the poetry of Moses, Job David and
Solomon had made an impact on the mind of Jesus and has disciples. Here it is
to be confessed and Light seems to thicken,

And the crow makes wing to the rooky wood;
Good things of day begin to droop and drowse,
While night's black agents to their preys do rouse,

But Plato's creed of the division of the faculties of mind was exalted to
the position of reverence. But from this anarchy he choose, poetry resurrected
itself in the doctrine of Christ and the mythology and institutions of the Celtic
conjurers of Rome. Argues Shelley that the Christians’ doctrines were not
responsible for the ignorance of the Dark ages. Despotism and superstition
flourished because men had become 'insensible and selfish, lust, fear, avarice,
cruelty, and fraud, characterized a race amongst whom no one was to be found
capable of creating in form, language, or institution’.

It was only in 11th century that the poetry of the Christian and chivalric
system began to make itself heard. Plato following the doctrine of Timaeus and
Pythagoras had already taught the principle of equality in his Republic as well
as moral and intellectual system of doctrine comprehending at once the past,
the present and the future condition of the men. Christ became a vehicle to
reveal these sacred and eternal truths to mankind.

The abolition of personal and domestic slavery and the freedom of women
from the humiliating restraints of the ancient time produce the poetry of sexual
love, "Love became a religion, the idols of whose worship were ever present."
It was as if the statues of Apollo and the Muses had been endowed with life and
motion, and had walked forth among their worshippers; so that earth became
peopled by the inhabitants of a diviner world. The familiar appearances and
proceedings of life became wonderful and heavenly, and a paradise was created
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as out of the wrecks of Eden. And as this creation itself is poetry, so its creators
were poets; and language was the instrument of their art: ‘Galetto fu il libro, e
chi lo scrisse’.

Dante and Petrarch elevated the mind through the sacred emotion of love
and Dante's vita nuova became an inexhaustible fountain of purity of sentiment
and language. Love, which found a worthy poet in Plato alone of all the ancients,
has been celebrated by a chorus of the greatest writers of the renovated world
and the music has penetrated the caverns of society, and its echoes still drown
the dissonance of arms and superstition. At successive intervals, Ariosto, Tasso,
Shakespeare, Spenser, Calderon, Rousseau, and the great writers of our own
age, have celebrated the dominion of love, planting as it were trophies in the
human mind of that sublimest victory, over sensuality and force.

Dante's poetry, Shelley asserts, also served to bridge the gap between
the ancient and the modern world. Milton's Satan expresses energy and
magnificence and Satan does not personify evil. Milton's Devil as a moral
being is as far superior to his God as one who perseveres in some purpose
which he has conceived to be excellent, in spite of adversity and torture.
Milton does not endow God with any superior virtue over the Devil and therein
lies the supremacy of his genuine. He mingled as it were the elements of human
nature as colours upon a single pallet, and arranged them in the composition
of his great picture according to the laws of epic truth, that is according to
the laws of that principle by which a series of action of the external universe
and of intelligent and ethical beings is calculated to excite the sympathy of
succeeding generations of mankind.

Shelley opines that Dante and Milton had both imbibed deeply the
ancient religions of the civilized world and this spirit was mirrored in their
works. Dante was the first reformer and awakener of Europe preceding the
Reformation.

"His very words are instinct with spirit; cache is as a spark, a burning
atom of inextinguishable thought; and many yet lie covered in the ashes of their
birth, and pregnant with a lightning which has yet found no conductor. All high
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poetry is infinite; it is as the first acorn, which contained all oaks potentially. Veil
after veil may be undrawn, and the inmost naked beauty of the meaning never
exposed. A great poem is a fountain for every overflowing with the waters of wisdom
and delight; and after one person and one age has exhausted all its divine effluence
which their peculiar relations enable them to share, another and yet another succeeds,
and new relations are ever developed, the source of an unforeseen and an
unconceived delight."”

After Dante, Petrarch and Boccacio poets were almost over thrown by
'reasonists' and mechanists who argued that although the exercise of the
imagination was most delightful, it was reason which was more useful.

There are two kinds of pleasure : one which banishes the importunity
of the wants of our animal nature, giving men security of life, dispersing the
grosser delusions of superstition, and inducing such forbearance among men
as may be consistent with personal advantage. But this sort of utility is transitory
and particular; the durable and universal pleasure comes from whatever
strengthens and purifies the affections, enlarges the imagination, and adds
spirit to sense. The first sort of utility is the result of the calculating faculty,
and while men pursue it the rich grow richer and the poor, poorer, while the
vessel of state is driven between the Scylla of anarchy and the Charybdis of
despotism. There is no lack of the wisdom which the calculating faculty is
able to produce; we know principles which are much better than those which
we practice. "We want the creative faculty to imagine that which we know;
we want the generous impulse to act that which we imagine; we want the
poetry of life; we have eaten more than we can digest." The mechanical arts
have been assiduously cultivated while the imaginative arts have been allowed
to languish, and as a result the inventions for abridging labor have only
increased the curse of Adam. Poetry is the God, Shelley insisted, and self, or
its visible incarnation, money, is the Mammon of the world. He believed that
the world could yet be saved by the god Poetry. It is in periods when the
materials of external life have been accumulated in excess of our power to
assimilate them to the laws of our internal nature that the cultivation of poetry
is most needed. These externals are the body of which imagination or poetry
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is the soul, and in certain periods the body is permitted to become too unwieldy
for the soul to manage.

Besides the illuminating and expanding effect of poetry, it can be known
by the feeling of pleasure with which it is always attended. "Poetry is ever
accompanied with pleasure; all spirits upon which it falls open themselves to
receive the wisdom which is mingled with its delight." Social corruption destroys
sensibility to pleasure, but even in corrupt periods, poetry communicates all
the pleasure which men are capable of receiving. It is still the light of life and
the source of whatever there can be of the beautiful, generous, or true in a
time of evil. By pleasure Shelley means the good which all sensitive and
intelligent men seek and which they recognize.

The poetical faculty thus has a double function: it cannot only create
new materials of knowledge, power, and pleasure, but it engenders in the mind
a desire to reproduce and arrange those materials according to a certain rhythm
or order which may be called the beautiful and the good. This reproduction
and arrangement, as stated earlier in the chapter, is the mimetic process of
art; but it is more than imitative, because of the power residing in the mind
which enables it to combine its materials into forms of such harmony and
perfection that the objects of external nature are mocked, rather than mimicked.
Poetry has the power to bring externals into tune with the universal harmony,
for the poet is the first link in the chain which binds the world of men to that
of the gods.

The original element in poetry, Shelley thought is to be very large. In
any class of mimetic representation there is that fundamental factor of order
or rhythm which in the representation bears a relation to, but yet differs from
the order or rhythm of the action or thing which is represented. While we may
suppose that the rhythmic factor in things of nature is of importance, yet when
those things are imaginatively representation springs from the poet, and not
from the external object or action. Even in primitive works of art, Shelley says,
men “observe a certain order in their words and actions, distinct from that of the
objects and the impressions represented by them, all expression being subject
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to the laws of that from which it proceeds. Even the lyre responds to the wind
or other stimulus according to the laws of its own nature, although it has not
the power of adjustment and of synthesis that would enable it to make harmony
as well as melody”.

The highest type of poetry, according to Shelley, is divine and not mortal.
Not even the greatest poet can visibly influence to brighten his imagination.
No amount of labor and study can do more than fill the gaps between the
moments of inspiration. The visitations arise unforeseen and depart unbidden,
but they delight beyond expression while they last. "Poetry is the record of
the best and happiest moments of the happiest and best minds." Poets, as
subject to divine inspiration, color with the hues of the ethereal world all that
they touch and thus reanimate in others the sleeping or cold images of a diviner
world. Poetry thus immortalizes all that is best and most beautiful in the

world; it arrests the "vanishing apparitions which haunt the interlunations
of life," and veiling them in language or in other form, sends them to
communicate joy to persons with whom kindred spirits of beauty abide, kindred
spirits which do not manifest themselves, because there is no "portal of
expression" by means of which to escape from the caverns of the spirit into
the universe of things. "Poetry redeems from decay the visitations of the divinity

in man."

Poetry is not like reasoning, a power to be exerted according to the
determination of the will. A man cannot say, 'l will compose poetry'. The
greatest poet even cannot say it; for the mind in creation is as a fading coal,
which some invisible influence, like an inconstant wind, awakens to transitory
brightness; this power arises from within, like the colour of a flower which
fades and changes as it is developed, and the conscious portion of our natures
are unprophetic either of its approach or its departure.

Poetry according to Shelley is spontaneous. This spontaneous poetry -
this "overflowing of the soul" - has a reality and truth not derived from imitation
of mundane objects or actions. The things of this world are even mocked, put
to scorn by the divine creations of art. A slavish imitation of the external
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forms of nature indeed would not be art. It would hardly be worth attempting, for
as a copy of a copy, or the shadow of a shadow, to use the platonic phraseology,
it could have little value. But Shelley's idealism here led him to a higher and truer
opinion of art than that expressed by his master in the tenth book ofthe Republic.
For to the mature Shelley, art was not copying mundane forms but imitation of the
infinite and archetypal forms, so far as imagination was able to apprehend them.

His opinion of toilsome revision, and of the comparative value
of the mundane and the ideal, is well, though flippantly, stated in the
following stanza :

Wordsworth informs us he was nineteen years
Considering and retouching Peter Bell;

Watering his laurels with the killing tears

Of slow, dull care, so that their roots to Hell

Might pierce and their wide branches blot the spheres
Of Heaven, with dewy leaves and flowers; this well
The over busy gardener's blundering toil.

"I appeal to the greatest poets of the present day," he says in the
‘Defence’, "whether it is not an error to assert that the finest passages of poetry
are produced by labor and study. The toil and the delay recommended by the
critics, can be justly interpreted to mean no more than a careful observation of
the inspired moments, and an artificial connection of the spaces between their
suggestions by the intertexture of conventional expressions; a necessity only
imposed by the limitedness of the poetical faculty itself." Milton, he says,
conceived Paradise Lost as a whole before he executed it in portions, and we
have Milton's own statement that the muse "dictated" to him the "unpremeditated
song." Let this be an answer to those who say there are fifty six various readings
to the first line of Orlando Furioso. Poetry so produced would be as mosaic is to

painting. The instinct and intuition of the poetical faculty is still more observable in
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the plastic and pictorial arts; a great statue or picture grows under the power of the
artist as a child in the mother's womb; and the very mind which directs the hands in
formation, is incapable of accounting to itself for the origin, the gradations, or the

media of the process.

Shelley's true attitude is that stated in the Preface to the Revolt of Islam
and again in a “Defence of Poetry”. The spontaneous song issuing from the
inmost depths of the poet's mind is of incomparably greater worth than anything
produced by careful toil, although the latter was necessary to connect the brief

moments of inspiration.

Poetry has the power of awakening and enlarging the mind "by rendering
it the receptacle of a thousand unapprehended combinations of thought. Poetry
lifts the veil from the hidden beauty of the world and makes familiar objects be
as if they were not familiar"; it reproduces in the mind of the reader that which
it represents, and "the impersonations clothed in its Elysian light stand thence
forward in the minds of those who have contemplated them as memorials of
that gentle and exalted content which extends itself over all thoughts and
actions with which it coexists." The creations of art, bathed in the light of
beauty, impress themselves upon the mind as embodiments of truth and
harmony, and this feeling of harmony or love extends itself to include all with
which it comes in contact. This spirit of harmony or love is the secret of morals

as it is of art.

Poetry, Shelley continues turn all things to loveliness; it exalts the beauty
of that which is most beautiful, and it adds beauty to that which is most
deformed; it marries exultation and horror, grief and pleasure, eternity and
change; it subdues to union under its light yoke all irreconcilable things. It
transmutes all that it touches, and every form moving within the radiance of its
presence is changed by wondrous sympathy to an incarnation of the spirit which
it breathes: its secret alchemy turns to potable gold the poisonous waters which
flow from death through life; it strips the veil of familiarity from the world, and lays
bare the naked and sleeping beauty which is the spirit of its forms.
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The poet imbued as he is with the highest wisdom, pleasure, virtue and glory
“is the wisest, the happiest, and the best, in as much as he is a poet”. The greatest
of poets are men of impeccable virtue, unparalleled wisdom and the most fortunate
of men. All their faults would be dust compared to the sublimity of their creations.

Poetry, says Shelley diffuse from logic in that it is not subject to the control
of the active power of the mind.

The mystical and irrational in poetry and poets impressed Shelley so much
that in 1821 he wrote : “The poet and the man are two different natures; though
they exist together, they may be unconscious of each other, and incapable of deciding
on each other's powers and efforts by any reflex act.” Byron held a similar view,
saying that poetry is a distinct faculty of the soul, having no more to do with the
everyday individual than the inspiration of the Pythianess when removed from her
tripod.

At least a partial explanation of this sense of dual personality has been
furnished by the psychologists. The poet, they would say, represents the side of
consciousness which functions in associative, undirected thought; in dreams,
either waking or in sleep. The man represents the practical side of mind: directed,
purposive thought. Since the associative thinking is not bound by the social
conventions, or even by time and space, it seems discrete from the purposive
processes, and hence is not looked upon as rational; is even regarded as a kind
of madness. Since it comes without effort and unbidden, the poet easily believes
himself inspired or divinely possessed.

The effect of poetry upon the mind is mystical. As Shelley says of
Bacon's majestic rthythm, "It is a strain which distends, and then bursts the
circumference of the reader's mind, and pours itself forth together with it
into the universal element with which it has perpetual sympathy." This sudden
widening of the reader's mental horizon, we should note, corresponds exactly
to the simplest mystical experience as it is described by William James. The
suddenly deepened meaning of a word or phrase, which at once opens new
vistas to us and makes us exclaim, "I have heard that all my life, but never
realized its full significance till now," is, according to James, a mystical
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experience. Other attributes of the mystical state, as such as the feeling of elation
or elevation, of moral exaltation and intellectual enlightenment, the sense of familiarity,
all are recognizable in Shelley's words. The passivity of mind, and at least an

1

approach to what Professor Bucke termed "cosmic consciousness," are also
apparent. The evanescent visitations of thought and feeling which come to the
poet, Shelley says, are like "the interpenetration of a diviner nature than our own;
but its footsteps are like those of a wind over the sea, which the coming calm
erases, and whose traces remain only, as on the wrinkled sand which paves it.
This and corresponding conditions of being are experienced principally by those
of the most delicate sensibility and the most enlarged imagination; and the state
of mind produced by them is at war with every base desire. The enthusiasm of
virtue, love, patriotism, and friendship is essentially linked with such emotions;
and whilst they last, self appears as what it is, an atom to a universe." The ineffability

of the higher mystical state is, however, lacking.
9.3 EXAMINATION ORIENTED QUESTIONS
1. How does Shelley see love as the most harmonizing element?

Why did Shelley criticize the comedy of his time?
How does the spirit of an age and moral tone affect the quality of poetry?

Describe Shelley's views on Dante and Milton.

wm B~ WD

What are Shelley's view on reasonists and mechanists? How does he contrast
them with poets?

6. "The highest type of poetry", according to Shelley, is divine and not moral".
Elucidate.

7. How, in Shelley's view does poetry turn all things into loveliness?

8.  Explain the mystical effect of poetry on the mind.
9.4 MULTIPLE CHOICE QUESTIONS

1. How does Shelley describe the role of the poet in relation to the natural
world?
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A) Poets should avoid nature as a subject in their work.
B) Poets are passive observers of nature.

C) Poets have the power to interpret and idealize nature, revealing its spiritual
significance.

D) Poets should only write about human experiences.

What does Shelley mean by the term “Lyrical Poetry” in his essay?
A) Poetry written for public performance

B) Poetry that rhymes

C) Poetry that expresses personal emotions and thoughts

D) Poetry that uses formal language

According to Shelley, what role does the “imagination” play in the creation of
poetry?

A) It is irrelevant to the process of creating poetry.

B) It is the primary source of poetic inspiration and creativity.
C) It should be avoided in poetry.

D) It is a minor factor in poetry.

What does Shelley argue regarding the permanence of poetry compared to
other forms of human creation?

A) Poetry is less enduring than other forms of art.
B) Poetry is equally enduring as other forms of human creation.

C) Poetry is more enduring because it captures the essence of human emotions
and ideas.

D) Poetry is irrelevant in discussions of permanence.

What does Shelley say about the relationship between poets and society’s
progress?
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A) Poets have no role in society’s progress.
B) Poets impede social progress.
C) Poets are essential contributors to the progress of society.
D) Poets should stay neutral and uninvolved in societal matters.
Answers 1c, 2¢,3b,4¢,5¢
9.4 SUGGESTED READING

James Bieri, Percy Bysshe Shelley: A Biography (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 2008)

Works of Percy Bysshe Shelley: Includes Adonais, Daemon of
the World, Peter Bell the Third, The Witch of Atlas, A Defence of
Poetry, and 3 Complete Volumes of Works. Google Ebooks volume 2.
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BIOGRAPHY

24, Dec. 1822 - Born in a little village of Lalehan on the Thames, London.
- eldest son.

- Father: ‘Doctor’ Arnold of Rugby. Author of 7Tom Brown's School
Days.

- Mother: Mary Penrose

Arnold admitted to Ballid College, Oxford, won Newdigate Poetry
Prize for “Cromwell”.

: Graduated with a second class degree.
:elected to a Fellowship in Oriel College.
: He made a Trip to France, met George Sand, a French novelist.

: He became Private Secretary to Lord Lansdowne, Minister of Education

under Lord John Russell’s ministry.

: Visited Switzerland, fell in love with a French girl, the “Marguerite” of

the cycle of poems Switzerland and Faded Leaves.

: Charlotte Bronte met him. Appointed Inspector of School, held the

post for 35 years.
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1851 :

1883 :
1857 :

10.2

Married Frances Lucy Wightman. Settled Life Started, love home
and children.

Got civil pension of $ 250.

Elected Professor of Poetry at Oxford (for 10 years). 15 April, 1888 :
Death at Liverpool.

PRINCIPAL WORKS
10.2.0 Poems

The Strayed Reveller and other Poems, 1849. Empedocles on Etna,
1852. Mycerinus Poems, 1853 Poems, Second Series, 1855 Merope : A
Tragedy, 1858 New Poems 1867 Sohrab and Rustum. Thyrsis, 1866. Rugby
Chapel, 1967 Scholar Gipsy, 1853. Dover Beach, 1867. Lines Written in
Kensington Gardens, 1852. Shakespeare.

10.2.1 Essays & Studies

On Translating Homer, 1861 Essays in Criticism, 1865. On the
Study of Celtic Literature, 1867. Culture and Anarchy, 1869. Literature
and Dogma,1873. Last Essays on Church and Religion, 1877. Discoveries
in America, 1885. Civilization in the United States, 1888. Essays in
Criticism: Second Series, 1888.

10.2.2 Introduction to Important Works of Arnold
The Preface to Works of Arn the Poems of 1853

This work may be regarded as a critical manifesto of Arnold. It
contains the germ of all the critical canons which he elaborated in later
essays. There is insistence on the importance of the subject or action of
a poem and on the study of the ancient classics. He suggested the use of
‘grand style’ if the subject was suitable.

10.2.3 On Translating Homer (1861)

Arnold makes a study of existing translation of Homer with a
view to giving advice for future translations. Homer’s poetry, says Arnold
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had four chief qualities. It had fluid rapidity of movement, its style was simple,
there was plainness of thought, and a nobility in it.

10.2.4 On the Study of Celtic Literature ( 1867)

Here Arnold says that the Englishman is a combination of the Norman,
Germanic and Celtic strains. He says that the English man free themselves
from ‘philistinism’ by emphasising on the Celtic strain of their character,
namely Celtic ardour and sensibility. English poetry was its ‘natural magic’
to the Celtic Source. He finds the dominant characteristics of Celtic literature;
‘melancholy’, ‘natural magic’, and ‘vagueness’ which he tries to trace in the

works of Shakespeare and Keats.
10.2.5 (a) Essays in Criticism

The first series was published in 1865. It contained essays: “The
Function of Criticism at the Present Time”, “The Literary Influence of
the Academies”.

“Maurice de Guerin”
“Bugenie de Guerin”
“Henrich Heine”
“Pagan & Medieval Religious Sentiments”
“Joubert”
“Spinoza and the Bible”
“Marcus Aurelius”
10.2.5 (b) The Second Series of Essays in Criticism
It was published in 1888. It contains:

“The Study of Poetry”
“Milton”
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“Thomas Gray”
“John Keats”
“Wordsworth”
“Byron”

“Shelley”

“Count Leo Tolstoy”
“Arnie”

Arnold puts forth his theory of poetry as criticism of life and as an application
of ideas of life under the conditions fixed by the poetic truth and poetic
beauty.

10.2.6 Mycerinus

This dramatic monologue brings out the story of the king Mycerinus
of Egypt, who was informed by the Oracle that he would meet his end in six
year’s time. The poem ends, not in protest, but in resignation to fate.

10.2.7 Empedocles on Etna

It recounts the life of Empedocles, a learned and eloquent philosopher
of Sicily about 444 B.C. and his suicide by plunging into the crater of the
volcano.

10.2.8 Sohrab and Rustum

It is an oriental tale recounting in good narrative verse the pathetic
end of Sohrab at the hands of his own father Rustum.

10.2.9 Thyrsis (1866)

It is a pastoral elegy written on the death of Arthur Clough. The
theme of'the elegy is really, Arnold himself, his doubts and problems and
introspective melancholy, developed indirectly in an elegiac contest.
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10.3

10.2.10 Rugby Chapel (1867)

It is written in the memory of his father Dr. Thomas Arnold. He quotes
many virtues of head and heart.

10.2.11 Scholar-Gipsy (1853)

It recounts the adventures of an Oxford Scholar, who tired of seeking
preferment, round the gypsies to learn their lore, roamed in the world with
them, and still haunts the Oxford countryside.

10.2.12 Dover Beach (1867)

It is arepresentative poem of Arnold and is typical of his outlook on
life. Here he gives a pointed expression and the problem of less faith in the
Victorian Age. It is marked with an elegiac note, though it has lyric touch
about it.

THE BACKGROUND TO MATTHEW ARNOLD’S LITERARY
CRITICISM

The Victorian Age spans a long period of time, in fact from the time

Queen Victoria came to the throne until the end of her reign, ie., from 1837 till

1901. In any age, the social trends and atmosphere inevitably influence the

literary output. The Victorian Age was no different. Since it was spread over a

large period of time, there is also a certain difference between the literary

criticism existing at the beginning of the era and that which came into being at

the end of the period. But the most significant factor which influenced Literature

and Criticism of Literature was the quick changes that were brought about in

the social scene of the day.

10.3.0 An Age of Change and Contrast

There were far reaching changes in different fields at the very
beginning of this period. There was breakthrough brought in scientific
and economic fields and these naturally brought about rapid changes in
the social outlook and literary criticism. Science and scientific inquiry
had advanced to a great extent, and it had been proved conclusively that
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man had descended from the ape rather than from the Garden of Eden. These
biological and evolutionary theories which were the essence of the growth
of rationalism, shattered age old religious concepts and theories. It also
unsettled the common man’s religious faith for it came as a rather sudden
and terrible shock. Old ideals and values underwent a rapid disruption.
Pessimism grown at faith in the Old Orders was inevitable rendering it foolish
and unrealistic. The old order was surely and steadily giving place to a new
individual consciousness. There was a helpless breakdown of faith.

At the same time technological progress had resulted in the
Industrial Revolution. This brought rapid material advancement with
better and greater production. Thus, in the economics their prosperity
was not an unmixed boon. There was a growth of materialistic concept of
life and an erosion of values; a worship of money at the expense of basic
human qualities. Moral and social problems were arising out of the over
crowding cities. Extremes of poverty and wealth existed together and bred
class rivalries. There was a certain erosion of sensibility to beauty. There
was no sustenance to be found in religion as there had been a sudden
breakdown in religious faith, due to the advances made in biological
science. There was a sense of despair even though there was unlimited
material progress. There existed a spiritual vacuum, a crisis of culture.

10.3.1 Role of Literary Criticism

The role of literary criticism was to seek some way to re-establish
cultural values and make the materialism give way to an ennobling
influence, so that life would become better in a humanistic sense. The
great critics of the Victorian era sought to give a religious or moral bias
to literary criticism, so that it would help to counter the disintegration
and degradation of ideals and values in the society of the day.

10.3.2 Respect for Order, Discipline and Restraint

The age was one of contrasts. With the breakdown of faith in the
religious sphere, there was a special attempt to prevent the age from
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degenerating into chaos. Though there was a spiritual discontent, it was not
allowed to degenerate into confusion and lawlessness. The French Revolution
had taught the English to avoid a bloody revolution in their own country.
They desired progress in the material way but they did not want chaos. It
should be an ordered, steady improvement and for this, discipline was
necessary. The public was inculcated with a deep respect for authority, law
and order, rules and regulation.

Respect for order and self-control found its way into the field of
literary criticism too. There was a decline of Romanticism, as the great
Romantic writers were either dead or had stopped writing. Those who
followed these romantic ideals were not capable of accomplishing much
and, in their hands, both creative and critical writing degenerated into sheer
erratic, unbalanced and capricious writing. They did not possess the natural
critical acumen which made the works of Coleridge, Lamb and Haziltt,
great and splendid. In the name of subjectivity these critics of lower degree
of the romantic school produced whimsical critical work. The natural
reaction to this was an insistence on more balance, discipline and order.

10.3.3 The Golden Mean : The Victorian Compromise

Victorian age was an age of contrasts in which authority co existed
with freedom, wealth with want, faith with doubt. It was a compromise
which saw the reconciliation of all these opposites. The age with all its
‘Divided Aims’ was yet of one mind in the end, namely that England’s good
lay in the golden mean in all spheres, politic, religion, industry or literature.

10.3.4 Influence of French Critics

The influence which is most obvious on the greatest of the
Victorian literary Critics, Matthew Arnold, is that of two French Critics.

These were Taine and Sainte-Beuve.
Biographical-Critical Method

Taine regarded literature as the product of social forces and these he
classified as race, milieu and moment. These have to be studied carefully
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before assessing the value of a poet’s work. These would
help in truly appreciating and understanding the work. Sainte Beuve’s
approach is similar. The writer’s personality, once assessed, would
help one to get a better judgement of his work. But the critic has to
ignore all other likes and dislikes in the interest of a healthy curiosity,
that of seeing an author as he really is.

This Biographical-Critical method appealed to Arnold and to
others. It had a promise of accuracy as well as disinterestedness. In this
method there was no reference to rules made by a third party as there
was in the neo-classical mode. There was not the looseness of romantic
criticism which was judgement made on the spot, instantaneously. The
writer would be judged with reference to the opportunities present to
him and his limitations.

This method was a compromise between neo-classicism with its
rigidly and strict rules on one hand, and romanticism which had
degenerated with the later and lesser and lesser writers into sheer

lawlessness and waywardness on the other.
10.3.5 Arnold: A Representative of Victorian Compromise

Arnold as a critic brought the compromise between faith and
doubt to bear in the field of literary criticism. According to him,
criticism was the search and propogation of the best that was known
and thought in the world. And the critic was to do this in a disinterested

manner, i.e., disinterested about practical or political considerations.

Arnold was a poet of compromise between authority of fixed
rules and complete autonomy. In other words he was a poet of balance.
He had a moral concern as well as a concern for the beautiful and the
pleasing. Arnold takes the realism of the rationalistic thinkers like
Macaulay, Mill and Spenser and the moral or idealistic concern of Carlyle,
and Ruskin. His idea of criticism is to make the best ideas prevail in
society and the best poetry to that which is a criticism of life, a moral
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application of ideas expressed in beautiful, poetic language and style.
He sought ‘The Golden’ mean in art too. Art should not be separate from
life but it should also be beautiful.

Pure literary criticism was lacking

The political situation saw the rise of democracy. With this, there
came a spread of education. Much of the reading public did not have the
time or inclination to read a complete book. As casual readers, their
needs were satisfied by the numerous Reviews which enjoyed a large
circulation. Most well known of these Reviews were the Edinburgh
Review, The Quarterly, etc.

Pure literary criticism was altogether non-existent. The
reviewers further lacked any sense of responsibility as their articles
were published anonymously. All fields of knowledge such as politics,
economics, history or science, intruded into criticism that purported
to be literary. It was this tendency to mix politics and the practical
side of life with literary criticism that led Arnold to speak passionately
for the quality of disinterestedness.

Development of literary criticism in the Victorian era

The period between 1835 and 1860 did not show a significant advance
in the field of literary criticism. This was a period in which there was a
decay and decline of Literary Criticism. This period saw critics as
Carlyle, Macaulay and Mill. But they were more concerned with social,
historical or philosophical interests.

1860-1880 saw the emergence of Ruskin and Arnold, two names
which stand high in the field of literary criticism. Ruskin is, however,
more of an art critic than a literary critic. But he tries to achieve a
synthesis between art and morality and literature. The function of criticism
according to Arnold, was the propagation of the best that was thought and
written in the world.

Art for Art’s sake
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10.4

10.5

The last phase of the Victorian period saw the emergence of the theory
of Art for Art’s sake. There was no longer the synthesis between life and
art. The most well known exponents of this theory were Walter Pater and
Oscar Wilde. In this there can be seen the influence of the thinkers on the
continent such as Gautier and Baudelaire of France. Saintsbury and Leslie
Stephen also belong to this period. They produced pure literary criticism,
not highly original but factual, scientific and orderly.

EXAMINATION ORIENTED QUESTIONS

a) Discuss Matthew Arnold as a representative of Victorian
Compromise.

b) Give an outline of the important works of Matthew Arnold.
MULTIPLE CHOICE QUESTIONS

Matthew Arnold is often associated with which literary movement during the
Victorian Age?

A) Romanticism
B) Realism

C) Aestheticism
D) Victorianism

What was Matthew Arnold’s significant contribution to Victorian literature
and criticism?

A) Pioneering the use of science fiction in literature
B) Advocating for the revival of medieval poetry

C) Promoting the idea of “culture” as a means of moral and intellectual

improvement
D) Writing epic poetry about ancient Greek mythology

Which of'the following terms is often used to describe Matthew Arnold’s

critical approach to literature?
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A) Formalism
B) Structuralism
C) New Criticism
D) Humanism

In his essay “The Function of Criticism at the Present Time,” Matthew Arnold
argues that criticism should primarily serve what purpose?

A) To entertain readers with witty and humorous reviews
B) To preserve traditional literary values

C) To provide objective judgment and moral guidance
D) To challenge the authority of established authors

What key social and cultural changes characterized the Victorian Age, which
had a significant impact on Matthew Arnold’s literary and critical work?

A) Industrialization, urbanization, and the growth of the British Empire
B) A return to pastoral simplicity and rural life
C) Arejection of traditional British values and customs

D) A focus on the supernatural and the gothic in literature

Answers: 1d, 2¢,3a,4¢,5a

10.6

SUGGESTED READING

‘Letters of Matthew Arnold’ (1848-1888) and (1895-1896) edited by
George W.E. Russell.
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TEXT: ESSAYS IN CRITICISM: SERIES I
“THE FUNCTION OF CRITICISM”

11.1 INTRODUCTION

The title of the essay is “The function of Criticism at the Present Time”. It
appeared in his ‘Essays in Criticism” in 1865. ‘Essays in Criticism’ are the best
known of Arnold’s critical works. Most of the ideals of Arnold in the literary
sphere are to be found in these essays. It was the first time in England that any
such work had been published. Its style was remarkable, its subject had a wide
range, and the opinions were expressed confidently. The first two essays: “The
Function of Criticism” and “The Literary Influence of the Academics” were almost
revolutionary. They express views of a non-conformist as far as existing views
are concerned. They attacked provinciality and self-sufficiency. This shows the

influence of France and its critics in his own work.
11.2 THE FUNCTION OF CRITICISM AT THE PRESENT TIME

This essay expressed Arnold’s thesis that the business of criticism is

a. To know the best that is known and thought in the world.
b. And to make this prevail
C. And to create a current of fresh and true ideas.

There should be a disinterested exercise of curiosity in criticism. He says
that the critic should possess vast knowledge along with that of foreign
literature. Arnold was the first English critic to talk in terms of a European
confederation. The essay had a special significance as it aimed at ‘civilising’
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the society and putting an end to the cultural anarchy which Arnold found in the
society of Britain. Thus it becomes necessary to read the essay and assess its points
in a social context, the context in which it was written.

11.3 CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF THE ESSAY

Arnold defines Criticism as “A disinterested endeavour to learn and
propagate the best that is known and thought in the world and thus to establish
a current of fresh and true ideas.”

11.3.0 The Creative Faculty Versus the Critical Faculty

Arnold begins the essay by recalling what he had said in another
context, namely that there was great importance as well as need
for criticism in English Literature. Many people had said that
he ascribed too much importance to criticism. He asserted that the
creative effort of the human spirit was much superior to the critical
effort. Wordsworth for whom Arnold had the greatest respect, spoke
disparagingly of criticism and said that the critic could not have a
sensitivity fine enough to appreciate the finer influences of genuine
poetry. According to Wordsworth, the time spent on writing a critique
was better spent on original compositions. A false and malicious
critique would do much harm while an original composition, however,
stupid it might be, would not do harm.

Arnold finds this argument untenable. He says, that

(1) if a man feels that he can produce some effect in the field of
criticism, he would not be ready to spend time in the fields of creative
effect for which he has no aptitude.

(2)  Critical activity may be a lower one than the creative activity.

(3) Malicious criticism is harmful. But he does not agree that it
is better to give time to inferior creative work rather than to criticism.
He cannot agree that Dr. Johnson instead of writing his “Lives of the
Poets” should have continued producing plays like /rene. Nor can he
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agree that Wordsworth instead of writing his Preface should have continued
to produce inferior poetry such as his “Ecclesiastical Sonnets”. He expressed
his satisfaction that Goethe, one of the greatest poets, wrote a great deal of
Criticism. Arnold says that the Critical effort is lower in rank than the creative
power. But man may use his creative faculty in
the production of great critical works alongside creation of great works
of literature and art.

A great Indian Art Critic Ananda K Coomaraswami seems to hold
somewhat similar views. According to him “a true critic must also
produce a fundamental work of criticism” that is as good as being a poet
for a true poet and true critic operate at the same level.

11.3.1 A Creative Execution Needs New and Fresh Ideas

Execution of creative faculty for the production of great works
of art and literature is not possible in all epochs and all times.

Arnold says that a creative artist needs some basic raw material
to begin with. In case of literature - ideas are the raw material. If ideas
are lacking, creative work is not possible.

It is possible that the whole age may suffer from lack of fresh and
new ideas, and therefore it may produce no creative work. Moreover, it
is no work of the creative genius to discover new ideas for that is the
business of a philosopher.

11.3.2 Work of a Literary Artist

A literary artist works for the synthesis and exposition of new
and fresh ideas. “The grand work of literary genius is a work of
synthesis and exposition, not of analysis and discovery.” He is inspired
by a certain intellectual and spiritual atmosphere by a certain order of
ideas. He deals with these divinely inspired things and presents them
in the most effective and attractive combinations. He makes beautiful
works with these ideas of man and moment.
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MAN AND MOMENT

Then Arnold makes an important point that for the creation of a great
piece of literature there has to be two factors. Two powers must combine;
the power of the man and the power of the moment. The man is not enough
without the moment. It is the moment that is the catalyst which leads to
creation of fresh ideas.

11.3.3 Criticism Prepares the Ground for Creation

Creative activity is possible only when there is a fresh current of
ideas and there is suitable intellectual environment. It is the function of
criticism to create such an atmosphere, such a current of new ideas. The
criticism can create a condition suitable for the production of creative

works of great merit.

The critic, in all branches of knowledge; theology, philosophy,

history, art, science
1. Should see the object as it is in itself, or as it really is;

2. Should acquire a wide knowledge, not merely of literature, but
also of other subjects to create an intellectual environment in which a

creative artist can do this work.

Criticism can establish a current of ideas which if not absolutely
true, is yet true in comparison with the older order of ideas. When the
new ideas reach society, there is a stir and growth and out of this stir
comes the creative epochs. According to Arnold, criticism can prepare
the ground for the effort of creativity to be successful.

11.3.4 A Poet Requires Critical Approach

A poet has to be a worldly man, knowing all about human life
before he deals with it in his poetry. This knowledge of the world is
absolutely necessary if the poet’s work is to be of any significance. It
involves a great deal of critical effort. The modern age is a complex one.
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Without critical effort creative effort would remain poor and barren.
It is possible to acquire this knowledge from books. But it is best to get it
from a current of the best ideas as they exist in the intellectual atmosphere.

At the time of Shakespeare in England and Pindar in Greece, the
society burst in action. The society was saturated with fresh and new

ideas; this made the society alive and intelligent.

Even if the intellectual atmosphere, all pervasive and diffused,
could not exist for all times equally, there should be a large body of men
who are cultured and free of thought. It was because of existence of
such a body of men that Goethe could produce his creative works. It is
for the same reason that his poetry has enduring qualities. Byron’s
work on the other hand does not enjoy such fame, though both had
immerse productive power. Goethe’s productive power was nourished

by a great critical effort while that of Byron was not.

11.3.5 Nineteenth Century’s Creative Activity Lacks Mature
Critical Effort

In England, the burst of creative activity in literature during the
first quarter of the nineteenth century was somewhat premature. The

reasons for this may be:

. The creative activity had proceeded without proper material or
ideas to work with.

. There was no national growth of thought and of life.
. There was no national growth and stir of intellect.
. Nor was there the culture and force of learning and criticism as

there had been in Germany during Goethe’s time.

. There was a dearth of current of fresh ideas necessary for
a successful creative effort but it did not have enough
knowledge to reinforce the creative force and energy in the
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direction of great poetry.

England lacked critical effort. There was no current of the best
ideas, the raw material of poetry. As Arnold puts it, this makes

° Byron so empty of matter
. Shelley so incoherent
. Wordsworth, even profound as he is, yet so wanting in completeness

and variety.

They lacked the very material to work with. Had Wordsworth
read more books, he would have been a greater poet than any other.

Reading need not be the only method of gaining the necessary
knowledge for being a poet. Pindar and Shakespeare were not excessive
readers. But the authors lived in the periods of history. And this history
was characterised by a current of ideas and this animated and nourished
the creative faculty to the highest degree. Such conditions did not prevail
in the early years of the nineteenth century in England. Thus there is a
lack of thorough interpretation of life in the poetry of this period.

11.3.6 The French Revolution and Creative Activity

Some people may point out that the French Revolution brought
about a plenty of stir and activity in the sphere of intellect in the early
nineteenth century. But the French Revolution did not remain a purely
intellectual movement. It took on a political and practical character. On
the contrary, the Renaissance and the Reformation were purely
intellectual and spiritual movements. They were productive of the current

of great ideas which could benefit the literature created in that period.

The result of the French Revolution was to create an epoch of
concentration in England. England withdrew into herself, away from
any foreign ideas and thought as she feared that a similar revolution
might come about in England. Burke typifies this epoch of concentration
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when he speaks eloquently against the Revolution.
11.3.7 Criticism Should be Disinterested

According to Arnold, criticism should follow the path of
disinterestedness. Criticism should follow the criteria as given below to
become useful:

1) it should firmly reject any ulterior or political or practical

considerations which may try to enter.
2) it must be a free play of the mind on all subjects which it touches.

3) it should value knowledge, ideas for themselves and not attach
any importance to them on practical considerations.

4) Criticism should know what is best in thought and knowledge in
the world and make it known to others and in this way, create a
current of new and fresh ideas.

5) and it should do this with inflexible honesty and ability.

6) it should do no more; it should leave alone all aspects of practical

considerations.

11.3.8 Contemporary English Criticism is lacking in the
disinterestedness

Arnold found that the contemporary English Criticism is lacking
in the disinterested search for knowledge and bringing about a current
of ideas. Practical considerations weighed heavily and guided the
criticism.

The journals of Britain have been first and foremost the organs
of political parties and do not disinterestedly persue ideas. Even at
such a critical condition of criticism, Arnold does not give up hope.
He finds it reassuring that an era of penance following the bloody
revolution had made England more receptive to ideas. The epoch of
concentration was giving way to an epoch of expansion. Further, there
was an increased amount of leisure for the English man resulting from
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technology. This would give more time for the free play of the mind on all
subjects. The attitude would be : ‘look at all subjects as they are in reality

and not for practical considerations’.
11.3.9 Real Criticism leads to Perfection

As Arnold observes, criticism in England had kept itself away
from purely intellectual fields, so its self-satisfaction and complacency
is retarding and vulgarizing. Real criticism is always capable of leading
man to perfection and away from self-satisfaction. Real criticism
makes the mind dwell upon what is excellent in itself and what is
absolute beauty and fitness of things.

If, in England, criticism failed to accomplish its duty, it was due
to its attachment with practical consideration. It did not detach itself
from practical consideration. It got involved in self-satisfaction, which
would prove very harmful to the nation and people. Arnold quotes in
the speeches of two members of Parliament, Adderley and Roebuck ,
complacency. Arnold disapproves strongly of such complacency.

Adderley and Roebuck lost touch of the consideration and made
hollow and baseless claims of superiority instead of something towards
perfection. Against the claims of these members, there were reports of
child-murders in the newspapers. Their murders were caused because
of extreme poverty and for which the hopeless mothers were hanged.
The critics made it a business to bring together such contrasts so as to
shock people out of complacency. Only then can the human spirit take
a step towards perfection.

Criticism thus has a great function - to bring the best ideas and
knowledge of the world to everybody, and take man towards perfection.
For this the critics have to make man realize the absolute beauty and
perfection and thus make him conscious of his own imperfections.
Criticism has to enlarge the horizon of man both mental and spiritual.

11.3.10 Subject Matter and Judgement in Criticism
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Arnold is the first great English critic to insist on an international
approach to criticism. He insists that literature should be seen in the
context of the literature of whole confederation of nations. The critic
should learn to see his own literature in the context of a great tradition

of world literature.

Arnold holds that a critic should be governed by the supreme
condition that governs criticism: that the function of criticism is to learn
and propagate the best that is known and thought in the world. This
governs the subject matter of his criticism. What he talks about in his
criticism has to be such that he can learn and propagate the best, and
thus establish a current of fresh and true ideas.

The critic must get to know literature of the other countries as
the literature of England was not at its height. The critic must dwell
on foreign thought. Arnold shows a special favour to French and
German thought. It is the duty of a critic to know as many literatures
as possible but he must know at least another well besides his own.
For Arnold, the need of the day was a “criticism which regards Europe
as being, for intellectual and spiritual purposes one great confederation,
bound to a joint action and working to a common result; and whose
members have, for their proper outfit, a knowledge of Greek, Roman
and Eastern antiquity and of one another.” It is Arnold’s insistence
that a critic should have a thorough classical knowledge as well as
good knowledge of contemporary thoughts, not merely in England, but
in the whole of Europe. Eliot, in his Tradition and Individual Talent
echoes the thought of a European confederation.

What is the role of judgement in a critic’s function? Arnold says
that judgement should accompany fresh knowledge instinctively.
Judging is often spoken of as the critic’s one business. But the
judgement is valuable if it is formed ‘almost insensibly’ in a fair and clear
mind, along with fresh knowledge. Knowledge, and ever fresh knowledge,
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must be the critic’s great concern for himself. His role lies in communicating
this fresh knowledge and in the process passing his judgement (which,
however, is a secondary role) along with it.

Sometimes criticism may have to deal with a subject matter which
is too familiar to allow for fresh knowledge. In that case, such as
establishing an author’s place in literature, and his relation to a central
standard, criticism would involve only judgement- a detailed application
of principles. But here the critic should be cautious not to become abstract
but to retain an intimate and lively consciousness of the truth of what one

is saying.
11.3.11 Creative Character of Criticism

Creative activity ensures happiness for its practitioner. But it is
not denied to criticism to be creative. A critic, who has equipped himself
well for the task, will get the happiness that a creative artist gets out of
his work. Criticism should be sincere, simple, flexible, ardent and ever
widening in its knowledge. It may then have a joyful sense of creative
activity; a sense which a man of insight and conscience will prefer to the
joy which he will get from the creation of something inadequate and
fragmentary and starved. There are periods when no other creation is possible.

11.3.12 Conclusion

The essay is a significant critical document. It has a number of
shrewd and wise remarks and also shows Arnold’s talent for powerful
phrasing. Arnold’s conception of criticism is apparently very high though
he accords to it a lower position than that of pure creative activity.
Critical activity is necessary for creative activity and ensures a current
of fresh and new ideas.

Arnold emerges as a strong critic of his age, its self-satisfaction
and materialism and lack of culture. Complacency comes in the way of
the people’s advancement in cultural or intellectual sphere. He says
that to check this complacency criticism was necessary. He became the
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11.4

11.5

first English critic to define criticism, or at least attempt to define it. He
makes cogent remarks regarding the necessity of criticism for creativity.
His remark that Goethe was a better poet than Byron mainly because of
the critical effort behind his poetry is a valid one. This is what Eliot says
when he remarks that poets may be great not merely because of greater
imagination but because they made better use of critical faculties. Goethe,
says Arnold, is great because he brought his critical faculty to bear upon
his creative work.

In the course of the essay Arnold provides slogans which lend a
striking quality to his arguments. Many of these are catch phrases that
are borrowed or adapted from other writers, especially from French and
German writers. The French critic Sainte-Beuve has given him the phrase-
“a disinterested endeavour to learn and propagate the best that is known
and thought in the world.” The essay also reveals his power of irony and
sarcasm, which makes his style lively and interesting.

EXAMINATION ORIENTED QUESTIONS

a) Give a critical analysis of Matthew Arnold’s essay “The Function
of Criticism”.

b) How according to Matthew Arnold real criticism leads to perfection ?

MULTIPLE CHOICE QUESTIONS

In "The Function of Criticism," Matthew Arnold argues that criticism should

primarily serve:

A) To entertain readers with witty reviews
B) To promote the author's work
C) To provide objective judgment and moral guidance

D) To create new literary works

Answer: C) To provide objective judgment and moral guidance
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According to Arnold, what term does he use to describe the highest function of
criticism?

A) Literary analysis

B) Literary creation

C) Literary appreciation

D) Literary interpretation
Answer: D) Literary interpretation

What does Matthew Arnold believe is the central problem facing contemporary
society in "The Function of Criticism"?

A) Lack of access to literature
B) The decline of literary creativity
C) The absence of moral and intellectual criteria in criticism
D) Excessive reliance on technology
Answer: C) The absence of moral and intellectual criteria in criticism
According to Arnold, how does criticism contribute to culture and society?
A) By suppressing individual voices
B) By challenging the authority of established authors
C) By providing a touchstone for understanding literature and society
D) By advocating for censorship of literature
Answer: C) By providing a touchstone for understanding literature and society
What does Arnold mean by "disinterestedness"” in the context of criticism?
A) A lack of interest in literature
B) An unbiased and objective approach to evaluating literature

C) A focus on personal gain and promotion
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D) A disregard for the moral aspects of literature

Answer: B) An unbiased and objective approach to evaluating literature

According to Matthew Arnold, what should critics primarily emphasize when

evaluating a work of literature?

A) The author's biography and personal life
B) The political and social context of the work
C) The moral and intellectual qualities of the work

D) The popularity and commercial success of the work

Answer: C) The moral and intellectual qualities of the work

What term does Arnold use to describe literature that possesses timeless value

and significance?

A) Classic
B) Popular
C) Romantic

D) Radical

Answer: A) Classic

Arnold argues that criticism should strive to:

A) Preserve the status quo in literature
B) Challenge the traditional values of society
C) Improve the moral and intellectual standards of society

D) Promote experimental and unconventional literature

Answer: C) Improve the moral and intellectual standards of society

According to Arnold, what is the relationship between culture and anarchy?

A) Culture leads to anarchy.
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B) Culture is the antidote to anarchy.

C) Culture has no impact on societal order.

D) Anarchy is necessary for cultural progress.
Answer: B) Culture is the antidote to anarchy.

What does Matthew Arnold consider as the ultimate goal of criticism in relation
to literature?

A) To create new works of literature

B) To challenge the authority of established authors

C) To provide objective judgment and moral guidance

D) To entertain and amuse readers with witty reviews
Answer: C) To provide objective judgment and moral guidance
11.6 SUGGESTED READING

The Letters of Matthew Arnold to Arthur Hugh Clough edited
by Howard Foster Lowry (1932).

The Voices of Matthew Arnold : An Essay in Criticism (1961)
by Wendell Stacy Johnson.

Imaginative Reason : The Poetry of Matthew Arnold (1966) by A.
Dwight Culler.
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12.11 Examination Oriented Questions
12.12 Multiple Choice Questions

12.13 Suggested Reading

A CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF THE ESSAY
TEXT : SECOND SERIES OF “ESSAYS IN CRITICISM”

12.1 THE IMMENSE FUTURE OF POETRY: HIGHER THAN RELIGION
OR PHILOSOPHY

Arnold begins the essay by saying that poetry had a great future. It would
replace religion and philosophy as the resort for the spirit of man. Man will
find a resting place for his spirit in poetry and not in religion and philosophy.
Religion based its evidence in ‘supposed’ facts which were not standing up to a
close inquiry and examination. Creeds were crumbling and philosophy was too
abstract. Poetry dealt with ideas which were closely related to human nature
and as such would attract more and more of mankind. Even science would be
incomplete without poetry and Wordsworth has quoted : poetry is “the breath
and finer spirit of all knowledge”. Religion and philosophy are mere shadows
of knowledge. Poetry alone is the very essence of all knowledge.

Arnold’s very high concept of poetry is evident in this opening paragraph
of the essay. In an age of crumbling creeds and beliefs when cold scientific
inquiry was breaking down long accepted beliefs man faced a spiritual confusion.
Arnold took up and, offered to others poetry as a stay of the human soul. Garrod

13

remarks that Arnold’s “religion was poetry”, and the function that Arnold allots

to poetry seems to be in keeping with this impression.
12.2 POETRY: A CRITICISM OF LIFE

Only poetry of a high order of excellence can serve the high destinies of
poetry, that of sustaining mankind. High standards, therefore, must be used in
the judgement of poetry. Charlatanism, by which Arnold means a confusion of
distinctions between the excellent and the inferior, sound and unsound, true
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and untrue or only half true, should not enter into the sphere of judging poetry. It is
only poetry of the best kind that can and will fulfill the important role of forming,
sustaining and delighting mankind. Then he puts forward one of the most famous
pronouncements in the field of literary criticism, that, “poetry is a criticism of life
under the conditions fixed for such a criticism by the laws of poetic truth and poetic
beauty”. The more powerful the criticism of life, the greater would be the consolations
and spiritual strength it would offer to mankind.

This statement of Arnold has invited the greatest amount of comment and
criticism. The term “criticism of life” has provoked various reactions and
interpretations. Many have assailed the description of poetry as a criticism of
life. Professor Garrod interprets the term that poetry, so far as it possesses
organic unity, is a criticism of the chaos of life. Trilling says that Arnold is not
giving a definition of poetry but is telling us the function of poetry. Criticism is
not what poetry is but what it does. J.D. Jump points out that by ‘criticism’
Arnold means something wider than what is normally meant by the term. He
means a detached attempt to see things as they are. It implies the ideal attitude
of the poet towards his experience of life. In the process, value judgements are
naturally and unconsciously evolved. According to Oliver Elton, ‘criticism of
life’ means that poetry clarifies while it delights. It illumines, inspires, and helps
mankind to ‘live’. Poetry gives an insight into life and its problems and implied
in this insight are certain valuable judgements which equip man to face life
better. Thus we have to understand the term ‘criticism’ in a wider sense that is

usually meant by it. It is almost the ‘interpretation’ of life.
12.3 HIGH STANDARDS

Only the best poetry can fulfill the high destinies allotted to poetry. Critics
have of course attacked Arnold for this rather vague remark that we need the
best poetry. Arnold goes on to say that while reading poetry we must have the
highest standards of excellence in mind. Poetry should be judged according to
these high standards. By having these high standards we can distinguish the
excellent from the inferior. We should form a ‘real estimate’. For this, one
should avoid the historical estimate and personal estimate.
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12.4 PERSONAL AND HISTORICAL ESTIMATES

The personal estimate means giving importance to a poet because
of personal affinities and likings. Arnold says that the personal estimate
should be eschewed, because it will lead to wrong judgement. It is correct on
the part of Arnold to warn against the personal prejudices creeping in and he
is also right in remarking that this personal estimate happens in the case of
poets who are his contemporaries. But one cannot wholly leave out the
personal or subjective factors. Arnold himself admits that it is difficult.

The historical estimate, or judging a poet from the point of view of his
importance in the course of literary history, is also not a true judgement of a
poet. Its historical importance may make us rate the work as higher than it
really deserves. Arnold gives a concrete example of the fallacies of the
historical approach. Caedmon’s position is important in the historical sense
but it would be wrong to hold him at the same level as that of Milton poetically
because of this historical position. The French romance La Chanson De Roland
has vigour, and freshness, and has its moments of pathos. It has a historic
value, coming as it did at an early stage in the history of French poetry. It has
very high historical and linguistic value. But it cannot be ranked as a great
and grand epic on the scale of Homer. Concern with the historical importance
has made M. Vitet heap undeserved praise on the romance.

12.5 REAL ESTIMATE: MENTAL ALERTNESS REQUIRED

The reader should try to form a real estimate of a work. One should
distinguish a real classic from a dubious classic and from a false classic. A
dubious classic should be sifted; a false classic should be completely exposed.
But a real classic should be enjoyed as deeply as possible. A classic, says Arnold,
is that work which belongs to the class of the very best. To enjoy this type of
real classic means that a great benefit can be derived out of it. We must have a
clear idea of what is excellent. There is not much use in expecting abstractions
to help us form correct judgements of the real worth of a poet. Arnold, one
may remark, always disliked abstractions and preferred to have concrete
examples. Here, too, he offers the touchstone method as a concrete method to
reach the real estimate of a poet’s work.
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12.6 THE TOUCHSTONE METHOD

Arnold suggests that the reader should have always in his mind lines and
expressions of the great masters of poetry and that these lines should be applied
as touchstones to estimate other poetry. The other poetry need not resemble
these lines and expressions; the other poetry may be very different. But with
tact, these lines can be applied to other poetry to form a correct judgement.
Tact will help us to use these lines as an infallible touchstone for detecting the
presence or absence of ‘high excellence’ and also determine the degree to which
this quality is present. Arnold illustrates his point by giving short passages and
even single lines from Homer, Dante, Shakespeare and from Milton. These
specimens, he says, “are enough even of themselves to keep clear and sound
our judgements about poetry, to save us from fallacious estimates of it, to

conduct us to a real estimate” .

The touchstone method is a comparative method and as such there is
nothing wrong in it. Comparison can be a useful mode of arriving at a sound
judgement of various works. The ancient Greek critic, Longinus also laid down

similar tests by which the greatness of literature could be judged.

Critics have objected to the particular passages that Arnold chooses as
touchstone passages. They remark that in this choice he has let the personal
estimate overcome the real estimate. The passages, say some critics, do not
represent the full range and variety of poetic excellence. They are predominantly
of one type. It has also been said that this type of comparison is not enough in
judging the true merits of a work. Comparison may be used, but its use should
extend to the work as a whole and not to its particular parts. The whole
impression of a work would have to be compared to the whole impression left

on our minds by a great work.
12.7 THE FORM AND SUBSTANCE OF POETRY

Arnold is of the opinion that critics take great pains to state the qualities
of poetry in the abstract and this is not of any great use. According to Arnold,
it is better to keep certain concrete examples of the highest quality of poetry
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and to say that the highest qualities of poetry are to be found in them. However, if
these qualities had to be stated in the abstract, Arnold would ask us to find them in
(a) the matter or substance of the poetry, and (b) in its manner or style. Arnold
makes it quite clear that the greatness of poetry lies in both the matter and the
manner. Both aspects are important in judging poetry.

12.88 MATTER AND MANNER : THE IMPORTANCE OF ‘HIGH
SERIOUSNESS’

As regards matter Arnold agrees with Aristotle that the superiority of
poetry over history lies in the fact that former has matter of higher truth and
a higher seriousness. The greatest poetry has this truth and seriousness to an
eminent degree. The best poetry is also characterised by a superiority of diction
and style. Matter and manner are closely connected. The superiority of truth
and seriousness is inseparable from the superiority of diction and movement
in manner and style. Arnold puts forward the view that if the subject of a
poem is great the diction and style would also be great. The subject thus
becomes all important for if the subject or matter of the poem be trivial or
not too great, the poetry would not be of the greatest order; elevated subject
matter gives rise to the grand style.

12.8.0 Chaucer’s poetry is far superior to the French romances
of the time

Chaucer’s poetry is far superior to the French romances of the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries. But Chaucer’s greatness does not lie
in the historical estimate alone. He is a great poet even according to
the real estimate. His poetry has an enduring fascination and is also

permanent source of joy and strength. His poetry has a genuine excellence.
12.8.1 Truth of Matter and Beauty of Style in Chaucer

The great superiority of Chaucer’s poetry lies in the matter and
manner of his poetry. The superiority of matter comes from the fact that
Chaucer looks upon the world from a central position, which is also a
truly human point of view. Chaucer takes a “large, free, simple, clear

205



yet kindly view of human life.” Arnold says that Dryden was correct to remark
in the Prologue to Canterbury Tales that, “here is God’s plenty”. Chaucer was “a
perpetual fountain of good sense.” It is by a “large, free, sound representation of
things” that poetry becomes a high criticism of life; because it then has truth of
substance. Chaucer’s poetry has truth of matter and is a high criticism of life.

As regards style and manner, Chaucer’s diction has a “divine
liquidness”. There is a “divine fluidity of movement”. His diction may
be justifiably described as “gold dew-drops of speech”. Chaucer is the
father of English poetry “our well of English undefined”. With his
charming diction and charm of movement, he makes an epoch and finds
a tradition. In Spenser, Shakespeare, Milton, Keats, we can follow the
tradition of the liquid diction and movement of Chaucer. To show the
characteristic charm of Chaucer’s diction, Arnold quotes the line, “0
Martyr sounded in virginity.” Arnold says that no other poetry except
that of the direct followers of Chaucer showed such liquidity of diction
and fluidity of movement. It has been said that this liquidity and fluidity
arose from the licentious use of language made by Chaucer. But as Arnold
rightly remarks, “this is not so”. It is Chaucer’s natural talent that led to
this charm of diction and style.

12.8.2 Chaucer Lacks ‘High Seriousness’ and thus is not a Classic

After showering so much praise on Chaucer (with which it is
difficult to find fault) we observe that Arnold comes to the rather
surprising conclusion that Chaucer is not a classic because his poetry
lacks ‘high seriousness’. He has not the accent of the classics, says
Arnold. This is what is lacking in Chaucer and is present in a classic like
Dante. Chaucer’s view of things and his criticism of life, the substance
of his poetry, had a largeness, a freedom, shrewdness, kindliness; but it
had not the high seriousness which is the true mark of the greatest poetry.
Homer’s criticism of life has it, Dante’s has it, Shakespeare’s has it.
Even Villon has moments of this high seriousness though he does not
sustain it. In the greatest poets, this quality is sustained. Chaucer’s poetry
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has a truth of substance and a corresponding exquisite virtue of style. Though
he lacks the high seriousness, it is with him that English poetry is born. That
Chaucer is not a classic is of course a debatable point and Arnold has been
criticised adversely for this view.

THE AGE OF ELIZABETH

Arnold passes over this period saying that the age has been recognised for

its poetic excellence. Shakespeare and Milton are accepted poetical classics. A

significant omission is Donne whom Arnold fails to even mention. The failure to

take into account this famous poet has been regarded as a limitation in Arnold as a

critic. He now passes on to the age of Pope and Dryden, an age which he classifies

as an age of prose and reason.

12.9.0 Dryden and Pope: Classics of Prose and not of Poetry

The age of Dryden and the period that followed, namely the eighteenth
century sincerely, believed that it had produced great poetical classics. It
was understood that, “the sweetness of English verse was never understood
or practised by our fathers”.

Dryden, Pope, Addison and Johnson were considered the great
poetical classics of the age. The historical estimate makes them out to
be the great poetical classics. Wordsworth and Coleridge tried to deny
these poets the status of classical poets but their views were disregarded.

Arnold, however, does not consider, Dryden and Pope, classics
of poetry. Dryden was the founder, the powerful and glorious founder,
and Pope the high priest, of the age of prose and reason, of the excellent
and indispensable eighteenth century, by comparing the prose of Dryden
and that of Milton, Arnold establishes Dryden’s superiority in this field.
Dryden is the father of English prose. He used for the first time this
kind of prose that could be put to everyday use. Arnold says that after
the Restoration, there was an urgent need for such a prose and this
prose was developed. But this had a chilling effect on the power of

the imagination, the imaginative life of the soul. The qualities of good
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prose were regularity, uniformity, precision, and balance and these are to
be found in the prose of this period but attention to these qualities deadened
poetic sensibility. Even the poetry of Dryden and Pope has these qualities
and as such, does not have the ‘soul’ of poetry. Their criticism of life,
says Arnold, is not a ‘poetic criticism’. Their application of ideas to life
may be powerful, but it is not poetical. Thus, Arnold implies that there is a
‘poetical” application of ideas to life. The poetry of this age does not have

the accent of the true criticism of life that is there in the lines:
“Absent thee from felicity awhile”
Or
“And what is else not to be overcome”
Or
“0 martyr souded in virginitee”

Dryden and Pope write in verse ‘they may be masters of the art of
versification’ but they are not “classics of our poetry, they are classics
of our prose”. This contention of Arnold’s too has not gone without
criticism and argument. There are critics in the twentieth century who
challenge this conclusion of Arnold’s and try to prove that Dryden and

Pope were as much classics in poetry as in prose.
12.9.1 Gray : A Poetical Classic

In the eighteenth century, Gray was the one who had a true poetic
point of view. But he is the scantiest and frailest of classics. Arnold
considers his qualities as a man. Gray possessed great qualities of mind
and soul. He was a learned man and a great 