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__notwithstanding all this, by virtue of his feeling
for beauty and of his perception of the vital con-
nection of beauty with truth, Keats accomplished
so much in poetry, that in one of the two great
modes by which poetry interprets, in the faculty
of naturalistic interpretation, in what we -call
natural magic, he ranks with Shakespeare. ‘The
tongue of Kean,” he says in an admirable criticism
of that great actor and of his enchanting elocution,
‘the tongue of Kean must seem to have robbed
the Hybla bees and left them honeyless. There is
an indescribable gusfo in his voice ;—in Richard,
“Be stirring with the lark to-morrow, gentle Nor-
folk!” comes from him as through the morning

?

atmosphere towards which he yearns.” This magie,
this * indescribable gusto in the voice,’ Keats him-
self, too, exhibits in his poetic expression. No
one else in English poetry, save Shakespeare, has
In expression quite the fascinating felicity of Keats,
his perfection of loveliness. ‘I think,’ he said
humbly, ‘I shall be among the English poets after

my death.’” He is; he is with Shakespeare.
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For the second great half of poetic interpreta- 1
tion, for that faculty of moral interpretation whlch
is in Shakespeare, and is informed by him with
the same power of beauty as his naturalistic in- '.7
terpretation, Keats was not ripe. For the archi-
tectonics of poetry, the faculty which presides at *'
the evolution of works like the Agamemnon or
Lear, he was mot tipe. His Endymion, as he
himself well saw, is a failure, and his Hyperion,
fine things as it contains, is not a success. But :
in shorter things, where the matured power of *'?_
moral interpretation, and the high architectonics
which go with complete poetic development, are
not required, he is perfect. The poems which 'i
follow prove it,—prove it far better by themselves :
than anything which can be said about them will -. |
prove it. Therefore I have chiefly spoken here of -_;
the man, and of the elements in him which explain
the production of such work. Shakespearian work
it is ; not imitative, indeed, of Shakespeare, but
Shakespearian, because its expression has that
rounded perfection and felicity of loveliness of :
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which Shakespeare is the great master. To show
such work is to praise it. Let us now end by
delighting ourselves with a fragment of 1it, too
broken to find a place among the pieces which
follow, but far too beautiful to be lost. It is a
fragment of an ode for May-day. O might I, he
cries to May, O might I

‘. . . thy smiles

Seek as they once were sought, in Grecian 1sles,
By bards who died content on pleasant sward,
Leaving great verse unto a little clan !
O, give me their old vigour, and unheard
Save of the quiet primrose, and the span

| Of heaven, and few years,
Rounded by thee, my song should die away,

Content as theirs,

Rich in the simple worship of a day !’



Y

WORDSWORTH®

I REMEMBER hearing Lord Macaulay say, after
Wordsworth’s death, when subscriptions were
being collected to found a memorial of him, that
ten years earlier more money could have been
ralsed in Cambridge alone, to do honour to Words-
worth, than was now raised all through the
country. Lord Macaulay had, as we know, his
own heightened and telling way of putting things,
and we must always make allowance for it. But
probably it is true that Wordsworth has never
either before or since, been so accepted and
popular, so established in possession of the minds

of all who profess to care for poetry, as he was

! The preface to The Poems of Wordsworth, chosen and
sdited by Matthew Arnold, 1879.
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between the years 1830 and 1840, and at Cam-
hridge. From the very first, no doubt, he had his

believers and witnesses. But I have myself heard
him declare that, for he knew not how many
years, his poetry had never brought him in enough
to buy his shoe-Str1ngs. The poetry-reading publie
W-ah.; very slow to recognise him, and was very
easily drawn away from him. Scott effaced him
with this public, Byron effaced him. |
The death of Byron, seemed, however, to make
an opening for Wordsworth. Scott, who had for
some time ceased to produce poetry himself, and
stood before the public as a great novelist; Scott.
too genuine himself not to feel the profound
genuineness of Wordsworth, and with an instinct-
ive recognition of his firm hold on nature and of
his local truth, always admired him sincerely, and
praised him generously. The influence of Cole-
ridge upon young men of ability was then power-
ful, and was still gathering strength; this influence
told entirely in favour of Wordsworth’s poetry.

Cambridge was a place where Coleridge’s influence
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had great action, and where Wordsworth’s poetry,
therefore, flourished especially. But even amongst |
the general public its sale grew large, the emi-
nence of its author was widely recognised, and
Rydal Mount became an object of pilgrimage. I
remember Wordsworth relating how one of the
pilgrims, a clergyman, asked him if he had ever
written anything besides the Guide to the Lakes.
Yes, he answered modestly, he had written verses
Not every pilgrim was a reader, but the vogue
was established, and the sfream of pilgrims came.

Mr. Tennyson’s decisive appearance dates from
1842. One cannot say that he effaced Wordsworth
a8 Scott and Byron had effaced him. The poetry of
Wordsworth had been so long before the public, the
suffrage of good judges was so steady and so strong
In its favour, that by 1842 the verdict of posterity,
one may almost say, had been already pronounced,
and Wordsworth’s English fame was secure. But
the vogue, the ear and applause of the great body
of poetry-readers, never quite thoroughly perhaps
his, he gradually lost more and more, and Mr
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Tennyson galned them. Mr. Tennyson drew to
himself, and away from Wordsworth, the poetry-
reading public, and the new generations. Even in
1850, when Wordsworth died, this diminution of
popularity was visible, and occasioned the remark
of Lord Macaulay which I quoted at starting,
The diminution has continued. The influence
of Coleridge has waned, and Wordsworth’s poetry
can no longer draw succour from this ally, 'The
poetry has not, however, wanted eulogists; and it
may be said to have brought its eulogists luck, for
almost every one who has praised Wordsworth’s
poetry has praised it well. But the public has re-
mained cold, or, at least, undetermined. Even\
the abundance of Mr. Palgrave’s fine and skil-
fully chosen specimens of Wordsworth, in the J

Golden Treasury, surprised many readers, and
gave offence to not a few. To tenth-rate critics /’j
and compilers,” for whom any violent shock to
the public taste would be a temerity not to be
risked, it is still quite permissible to speak of
Wordsworth’s poetry, not only with ignorance, but
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with i1mpertinence, On the Continent he ig
almost unknown.

I cannot think, then, that Wordsworth has, up
to this time, at all obtained his deserts. ¢Glory,’
said M. Renan the other day, ‘glory after all is
the thing which has the best chance of not being
altogether vanity” Wordsworth was a homely
man, and himself would certainly never have
thought of talking of glory as that which, after all,
has the best chance of not being altogether vanity.
Yet we may well allow that few things are léss

vain than real glory. Let us conceive of the whole

group of civilised nations as being, for intellectual ::

and spiritual purposes, one great confederation,
bound to a joint action and working towards a
common result ; a confederation whose members
have a due knowledge both of the past, out of
which they all proceed, and of one another. This
was the ideal of Goethe, and it i3 an 1deal which
will impose itself upon the thoughts of our modern
societies more and more. Then to be recognised

by the verdict of such a confederation as a master,

l
i

;1
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or even as a seriously and eminently worthy work-
man, in one’s own line of intellectual or spiritual
activity, is indeed glory; a glory which it would
be difficult to rate too highly. For what could be
more beneficent, more salutary? The world 1s
forwarded by having its attention fixed on the
bost things; and here is a tribunal, free from all
sus.picio.n of national and provincial partiality,
putting a stamp on the best things, and recom-
mending them for general honour and acceptance.
A nation, again, is furthered by recognition of its
real gifts and successes; it is encouraged to develop
them further. And here 1s an honest verdict, tell-
mg us which of our supposed successes are really,
in the judgment of the great impartial world, and
not in our own private judgment only, successes,
and which are not.

It is so easy to feel pride and satisfaction in
one’s own things, so hard to make sure that one is
right in feeling it! We have a great empire.
But so had Nebuchadnezzar. We extol the ‘un-
ri;?j é&wila.ppiness’ of our national civilisation.
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But then comes a candid friend, and remarks that

our upper class is materialised, our middle clags

vulgansed and our lower class brutahﬂed; We are i—
proud of our painting, our music. But we find that 1
in the judgment of other people our painting is
questionable, and our music non-existent. We are |
proud of our men of science. And here it turng
out that the world is with us; we find that in the _,
judgment of other people, too, Newton among the
dead, and Mr. Darwin among the living, hold as i
bigh a place as they hold in our national opinion,

Finally, we are proud of our poets and poetry. ;
Now poetry 18 nothing less than the most perfect
speech h of man, that in which he comes nearest ]
to bemg able to ugter the truth It 1s no sma.]l
thmg, therefore, to succeed emmently In poetry.
And so much is required for duly estimating suc-
cess here, that about poetry it is perhaps hardest
to arrive at a sure general verdict, and takes
longest. Meanwhile, our own conviction of the

superiority of our national poets is not decisive, is

almost certain to be mingled, as we see constantly
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in English eulogy of Shakespeare, with much of
provincial infatuation. And we know what was
the oplnion current amongst our neighbours the
French—people of taste, acuteness, and quick
literary tact—not a hundred years ago, about our

oreat poets. The old Biographie Unwverselle notices

the pretension of the English to a place for their
poets among the chief poets of the world, and says
that this 1s a pretension which to no one but an
Englishman can ever seem admissible. And the
scornful, disparaging things said by foreigners
about Shakespeare and Milton, and about our
national over-estimate of them, have been often
quoted, and will be in every one’s remembrance,
A great change has taken place, and Shake-
speare 1s now generally recognised, even in France,
a3 one of the greatest of poets. Yes, some anti-
(Gallican cynic will say, the French rank him with
Corneille and with Victor Hugo! But let me
have the pleasure of quoting a sentence about.
Shakespeare, which I met with by accident not.

long ago in the Correspondant, a ¥rench review
K
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which not a dozen English people, I suppose, look
at. The writer is praising Shakespeare’s prose.
With Shakespeare, he says, ¢ prose comes in when-
ever the subject, being more familiar, is unsuited
to the majestic English iambic.” And he goes
on : ‘ Shakespeare is the king of poetic rhythm
and style, as well as the king of the realm of
thought ; along with his dazzling prose, Shake-
speare has succeeded in giving us the most varied,
the most harmonious verse which has ever sounded
upon the human ear since the verse of the Greeks.’
M. Henry Cochin, the writer of this sentence,
deserves our gratitude for it ; it would not be easy
to praise Shakespeare, in a single sentence, more
justly. And when a foreigner and a Frenchman
writes thus of Shakespeare, and when Goethe says
~ of Milton, in whom there was so much to repel
Goethe rather than to attract him, that ¢ nothing
has been ever done so entirely in the sense of the
Greeks as Samson Agonistes, and that ¢ Milton is
in very truth a poet whom we must treat with all

reverence,” then we understand what constitutes
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a Furopean recognition of poets and poetry as
contradistinguished from a merely national recog-
nition, and that in favour both of Milton and of
Shakespeare the judgment of the high court of
appeal has finally gone. -

I come back to M. Renan’s praise of glory,
from which I started. Yes, real glory 1s a most
serious thing, glory authenticated by the Amphic-
tyonic Court of final appea,l, definitive glory.
And even for poets and poetry, long and difficult
as may be the process of arriving at the right
award, the right award comes at last, the definitive
glory rests where it is deserved. Every establish-
ment of such a real glory is good and wholesome
for mankind at large, good and wholesome for the
nation which produced the poet crowned with it.
To the poet himself it can seldom do harm; for
he, poor man, is in his grave, probably, long before
his glory crowns him.

Wordsworth has been in his grave for some
thirty years, and certainly his lovers and admirers

cannot flatter themselves that this great and
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steady light of glory as yet shines over him. He
i3 not fully recognised at home ; he is not recog-
nised at all abroad. Yet I firmly believe that the i'
poetical performance of Wordsworth is, after that
of Shakespeare and Milton, of which all the world
now recognises the worth, undoubtedly the most _:
considerable in our language from the Elizabethan h.’.;
age to the present time. Chaucer is anterior ;
and on other grounds, too, he cannot well be
brought into the comparison; But taking the roll
of our chief poetical names, besides Shakespeare
and Milton, from the age of Elizabeth downwards,
and going through it,—Spenser, Dryden, Pope,
Gray, Goldsmith, Cowper, Burns, Coleridge, Scott, _:,
Campbell, Moore, Byron, Shelley, Keats (I men-
tion those only who are dead),—I think it certain 1
that Wordsworth’s name deserves to stand, and
~ will finally stand, above them all. Several of the
poets named have gifts and excellences which
Wordsworth has not. But taking the performance
of each as a whole, I say that Wordsworth seems
to me to have left a body of poetical work superior ]
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in power, in interest, in the qualities which give
enduring freshness, to that which any one of the
others has left.

But this is not enough to say. 1 think it cer-
tain, further, that if we take the chief poetical
names of the Continent since the death of Moliere,
and, omitting Goethe, confront the remaining
names with that of Wordsworth, the result is the
same. Let us take Klopstock, Lessing, Schiller,
Uhland, Riickert, and Heine for Germany ; Fili-
caia, Alfieri, Manzoni, and Leopardi for Italy ;
Racine, Boileau, Voltaire, André Chenier, Bér-
anger, Lamartine, Musset, M. Victor Hugo (he
has been so long celebrated that although he still
lives I may be permitted to name him) for anée.
Several of these, again, have evidently gifts and
excellences to which Wordsworth can make no
pretension. But in real poetical achievement it
seems to me indubitable that to Wordsworth, here
again, belongs the palm. It seems to me that
Wordsworth has left behind him a body of poeti-

cal work which wears, and will wear, better on
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the whole than the performance of any one of
these personages, so far more brilliant and cele-
brated, most of them, than the homely poet of
Rydal. Wordsworth’s performance in poetry is ‘
on the whole, in power, in interest, in the qualities |
whlch gwe endurmg freshness superior to” theirs.
" This is a high claim to make for Wordsworth.,
But if 1t 1s a just claim, if Wordsworth’s place
among the poets who have appeared in the last
two or three centuries is after Shakespeare, Moliére,
Milton, Goethe, indeed, but before all the rest,
then in time Wordsworth will have his due. We
shall recognise him in his place, as we recognise
Shakespeare and Milton ; and not only we our-
selves shall recognise him, but he will be recog-
nised by Kurope also. Meanwhile, those who
recognise him already may do well, perhaps, to
ask themselves whether there are not in the case

of Wordsworth certain special obstacles which
hinder or delay his due recognition by others, and

whether these obstacles are not in some measure

removable.
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The ZEzcursion and the Prelude, his poems of
greatest bulk, are by no means Wordsworth’s best
work. His best work is in his shorter pieces, and

many 1ndeed are there of these which are of first-

rate excellence. But in his seven volumes the
pleces of high merit are mingled with a mass of
pieces very inferior to them ; so inferior to them
that it seems wonderful how the same poet should
have produced both. Shakespeare frequently has
lines and passages in a strain quite false, and
which are entirely unworthy of him. But one
can 1magine his smiling if one could meet him in
the Elysian Fields and tell him so; smiling and
replying that he knew it perfectly well himself,
and what did it matter? But with Wordsworth
the case 1s different. Work altogether inferior,
work quite uninspired, flat and dull, is produced
by him with evident unconsciousness of its
defects, and he presents it to us with the same
faith and seriousness as his best work. Now a
drama or an epic fill the mind, and one does not

look beyond them; but in a collection of short
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pleces the impression made by one piece reqmreu

i

to be continued and sustained by the plece fo]low-
mé roln: readmg Wordsworth the i 1mpressmn ‘made .
by one of his fine pieces is too often dulled and ,‘
spoiled by a very inferior piece coming after it. |

Wordsworth composed verses during a space of -
some sixty years; and it is no exaggeration 0
say that within one single decade of those years,
between 1798 and 1808, almost all his really first- -1
rate work was produced. A mass of inferior work *
remains, work done before and after this golden
prime, imbedding the first-rate work and clogging -'
it, obstructing our approach to it, chilling, not
unfrequently, the high-wrought mood with which
we leave it. To be recognised far and wide as
a great poet, to be possible and receivable as a
classic, Wordsworth needs to be relieved of a great I;I_'
deal of the poetical baggage which now encumbers
him. To administer this relief is indispensable,

unless he 18 to continue to be a poet for the few

only,—a poet valued far below his real worth by
the world.
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There is another thing. Wordsworth classified
his poems not according to any commonly received
plan of arrangement, but according to a scheme of
mental physiology. He has poems of the fancy,
poems of the imagination, poems of sentiment and
reflection, and so on. His categories are ingenious
but far-fetched, and the result of his employment
of them is unsatisfactory. Poems are separated
one from another which possess a kinship of
subject or of treatment far more vital and deep
than the supposed unity of mental origin, which
was Wordsworth’s reason for jolning them with
others,

The tact of the Greeks in matters of this kind
was infalliblee. We may rely upon it that we
shall not improve upon the classification adopted
by the Greeks for kinds of poetry; that their
categories of epic, dramatic, lyric, and so forth,
have a natural propriety, and should be adhered
to. It may sometimes seem doubtful to which of
two categories a poem belongs; whether this or

that poem is to be called, for instance, narrative
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or lyric, lyric or elegiac. But there is to be found ?,
in every good poem a strain, a predominant note,
which determines the poem as belonging to one of
these kinds rather than the other; and here is
the best proof of the value of the classification ,
and of the advantage of adhering to it. Words-
worth’s poems will never produce their due effect
until they are freed from their present artificial
arrangement, and grouped more naturally. .

Disengaged from the quantity of inferior work
which now obscures them, the best poems of
Wordsworth, I hear many people say, would
indeed stand out in great beauty, but they would
prove to be very few in number, scarcely more
than half a dozen. I maintain, on the other hand.
that what strikes me with admiration, what estab-
lishes in my opinion Wordsworth’s superiority,
13 the great and ample body of powerful work
- which remains to him, even after all his inferior
work has been cleared away. He gives us so
much to rest upon, so much which communicates

his spirit and engages ours !
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This is of very great importance. If it were a
comparison of single pieces, or of three or four
pieces, by each poet, I do not say that Words-
worth would stand decisively above Gray, or
Burns, or Coleridge, or Keats, or Manzoni, or
Heine. It is in his ampler body of powerful
work that I find his superiority. His good work
itself, his work which counts, is not all of it, of
course, of equal value. Some kinds of poetry are
in themselves lower kinds than others. The
ballad kind is a lower kind ; the didactic kind,
still more, is & lower kind. Poetry of this latter
sort counts, too, sometimes, by its biographical
interest partly, not by its poetical interest pure
and simple; but then this can only be when the
poet producing it has the power and importance
of Wordsworth, a power and importance which he
assuredly did not establish by such didactic poetry
alone. Altogether, it is, I say, by the great body
of powerful and significant work which remains to

him, after every reduction and deduction has been

made, that Wordsworth's superiority is proved.
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'~

To exhibit this body of Wordsworth’s best
work, to clear away obstructions from around 11;,

and to let it speak for itself, is what every lover_
of Wordsworth should desire. Until this has

been done, Wordsworth, whom we, to whom he {
18 dear, all of us know and feel to be so great a ’
poet, has not had a fair chance before the world. ]
When once it has been done, he will make hla
way best, not by our advocacy of him, but by his 5;-
own worth and power. We may safely leave him :
to make his way thus, we who believe that a
superior worth and power in poetry finds in man- ]
kind a sense responsive to it and disposed at last
to recognise it. Yet at the outset, before he has
been duly known and recognised, we may do 5
Wordsworth a service, perhaps, by indicating in 1
what his superior power and worth will be found
to consist, and in what it will not.

Long ago, in speaking of Homer, I said that
the noble and profound application of ideas to life
13 the most essential part of poetic greatness. I

said that a great poet receives his distinctive
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character of superiority from his application, under
the conditions immutably fixed by the laws of
poetic beauty and poetic truth, from his applica-
tion, I say, to his subject, whatever 1t may be, of

the 1deas

‘On man, on nature, and on human life,

which he has acquired for himself. The line
quoted is Wordsworth’s own; and his superiority
arises from his powerful use, in his best pieces,
his powerful application to his subject, of ideas
‘on man, on nature, and on human life.

Voltaire, with his signal acuteness, most truly
remarked that ‘no nation has treated in poetry
moral ideas with more enérgy and depth than the
English nation.” And he adds: There, 1t seems
to me, is the great merit of the English poets’
Voltaire does not mean, by ‘treating in poetry
moral ideas,’ the composing moral and didactic
poems ;—that brings us but a very little Way 1n
poetry. He means just the same thing as was

meant when T spoke above ‘of the noble and pro-
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found application of ideas to life’; and he means
the application of these ideas under the conditionh :
fixed for us by the laws of poetic beauty and
poetic truth. If it is said that to call these ideas 1
moral 1deas 18 to introduce a strong and injurious
limitation, I answer that it is to do nothing of the
kind, because moral ideas are really so main a
part of human life. The question, how ?o live, is
itself a moral idea; and it i3 the question which
most interests every man, and with which, in L
some way or other, he is perpetually occupied.
A large sense i1s of course to be given to the
term moral, Whatever bears upon the question,
‘how to live,” comes under it.

‘Nor love thy life, nor hate ; but, what thou liv’st,

Live well ; how long or short, permit to heaven.’

In those fine lines Milton utters, as every one at
once perceives, a moral idea. Yes, but so too,
when Keats consoles the forward-bending lover
on the Grecian Urn, the lover arrested and pre-
sented in immortal relief by the sculptor’s hand
before he can kiss, with the line,
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‘ For ever wilt thou love, and she be fair —

he utters a moral idea. When Shakespeare says,

that
‘We are such stuff
As dreams are made of, and our little life
Is rounded with a sleep,’

he utters a moral idea.

Voltaire was right in thinking that the energetic
and profound treatment of moral ideas, in this
large sense, 13 what distinguishes the English
poetry. He sincerely meant praise, not dispraise
or hint of limitation; and they err who suppose
that poetic limitation is a necessary consequence
of the fact, the fact being granted as Voltaire
states it. If what distinguishes the grea.test poets

i8 their powerful and _profound a.pphca.tmn of 1deas
to hfemwhlch surely no good critic will deny, thenh
to prefix to the term ideas here the term moral
makes hardly any difference, because human life
itself 12 In so preponderating a degree moral.

It 1s important, therefore, to hold fast to this :

that poetry is at bottom a ecrticism of life; that
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the greatness of a poet lies in his powerful and
beautiful application of ideas to life,—to the aues- 1
tion : How to live. Morals are often treated in a
narrow and false fagshion ; they are bound up with i’"’.’
gystems of thought anfi belief which have had -:
their day ; they are fallen into the hands of pedants
and professional dealers; they grow tiresome to
some of us. We find attraction, at times, even in "
a poetry of revolt against them ; in a poetry which
might take for its motto Omar Kheyam’s words:
‘Let us make up in the tavern for the time which
we have wasted in the mosque”’ Or we find
attractions in a poetry indifferent to them; in a
poetry where the contents may be what they will,
but where the form is studied and exquisite. We
delude ourselves in either case; and the best cure
for our delusion 1s to let our minds rest upon that ":
great and inexhaustible word life, until we learn
to enter into 1ts meani'ng.' A poetry of revolt
against moral ideas is a poetry of revolt against
life ; a poetry of indifference towards moral 1deas
is a poetry of indifference towards life. "
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Epictetus had a happy figure for things like
the play of the senses, or literary form and finish,
or argumentative ingenuity, in comparison with
‘the best and master thing’ for us, as he called
it, the concern, how to live. Some people were
afraid of them, he said, or they disliked and
undervalued them. Such people were wrong; they
were unthankful or cowardly. But the things
might also be over-prized, and treated as final
when they are not. They bear to life the relation
which inns bear to home. ¢As if a man, journey-
ing home, and finding a nice inn on the road, and
liking it, were to stay for ever at the mn! Man,
thou hast forgotten thine object; thy journey was
not fo this, but through this. “But this inn 1s
taking.” = And how many other inns, too, are
taking, and how many fields and meadows! but
as places of passage merely. You have an object,
which is this: to get home, to do your duty to your
family, friends, and fellow-countrymen, to attain
inward freedom, serenity, happiness, contentment.

Style takes your fancy, arguing takes your fancy,
L
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and you forget your home and want to make yourr '
abode with them and to stay with them, on the plea
that they are taking. Who denies that they are 1
taking? but as places of passage, as inns. And
when I say this, you suppose me to be attacking
the care for style, the care for argument. I am
not ; 1 attack the resting in them, the not looking
to the end which is beyond them.

Now, when we come across a poet like Théo-
phile Gautier, we have a poet who has taken up
his abode at an inn, and never got farther. There
may be inducements to this or that one of us, at this
or that moment, to find delight in him, to cleave to
him ; but after all, we do not change the truth
about him,—we only stay ourselves in his inn
along with him. And when we come across e

poet like Wordsworth, who sings

*Of truth, of grandeur, beauty, love and hope.
And melancholy fear subdued by faith,
Of blessed consolations in distress,

Of moral strength and intellectual power,
Of joy in widest: commonalty spread ’—

then we have a poet intent on ‘the best and
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master thing,’ and who prosecutes his journey
home. We say, for brevity’s sake, that he deals
with life, because he deals with that in which life
really consists. This 18 what Voltaire means to
praise in the English poets,—this dealing with
what 1s really life. But always it i8 the mark of
the greatest poets that they deal with 1t ; and to
say that the English poets are remarkable for
dealing with it, is only another way of saying,
what 18 true, that in poetry the English genius
has especially shown its power.

Wordsworth deals with it, and his greatness
lies In his dealing with it so powerfully, 1 have
named a number of celebrated poets above all of
whom he, in my opinion, deserves to be placed.
He is to be placed above poets like Voltaire, Dry-
den, Pope, Lessing, Schiller, because these famous
personages, with a thousand gifts and merits,
never, or scarcely ever, attain the distinctive ac-
cent and utterance of the high and genuine poets—

; Qﬁique pii vates et Pheebo digna locuti,’
at all. Burns, Keats, Heine, not to speak of
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~others in our list, have this accent:—who can
doubt it? And at the same time they have trea-
sures of humour, felicity, passion, for which in
Wordsworth we shall look in vain. Where, then,
is Wordsworth’s superiority ? It is here; he deals
with more of life than they do; he deals with life,

as a, wholé, more powerfully.

No Wordsworthian will doubt this. Nay, the

i1
'3

fervent Wordsworthian will add, as Mr. Leslie

Stephen does, that Wordsworth’s poetry is precious ':

because his philosophy is sound ; that his ¢ ethical
system 18 as distinctive and capable of exposition
as Bishop Butler's’; that his poetry is informed
by ideas which ‘fall spontaneously into a scientific
gystem of thought’ DBut we must be on our
guard against the Wordsworthians, if we want to
secure for Wordsworth his due rank as a poet.
The Wordsworthians are apt to praise him for the
wrong things, and to lay far too much stress upon
what they call his philosophy. His poetry is the
reality, his philosophy,—so far, at least, as it may

put on the form and habit of ‘a scientific system
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of thought,’ and the more that it puts them on,

—is the illusion. Perhaps we shall one day \1

say : Poetry is the reality, philosophy the illusion. /

learn to make this proposition general, and to

But in Wordsworth’s case, at any rate, we can-
not do him justice until we dismiss his formal
philosophy.

The AExcursion abounds with philosophy, and
therefore the Hxcursion is to the Wordsworthian
what it never can be to the disinterested lover of
poetry,—a satisfactory work. ¢Duty exists,” says
Wordsworth, in the Kzcursion ; and then he pro-

ceeds thus—

‘. . . Immutably survive,

For our support, the measures and the forms,
Which an abstract Intelligence supplies,

Whose kingdom is, where time and space are not.’

And the Wordsworthian 1s delighted, and thinks
that here is a sweet union of philosophy and
poetry. But the disinterested lover of poetry will
feel that the lines carry us realljr not a step farther
than the proposition which they would interpret:
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that they are a tissue of elevated but abstract ver-
biage, alien to the very nature of poetry. ' _

Or let us come direct to the centre of Words-
worth’s philosophy, as ‘an ethical system, as dis.
tinctive and capable of systematical exposition as
Bishop Butler'’s’— "

‘. . . One adequate support
For the calamities of mortal life
Exists, one only ;—an assured belief
That the procession of our fate, howe’er
Sad or disturbed, is ordered by a Being
Of infinite benevolence and power ;
Whose everlasting purposes embrace
All accidents, converting them to good.’

That is doctrine such as we hear in church too,
religious and philosophic doctrine; and the at-
tached Wordsworthian loves passages of such
doctrine, and brings them forward in proof of his
poet’s excellence. But however true the doctrine
may be, it has, as here presented, none of the
characters of poetic truth, the kind of truth which
we require from a poet, and in which Wordsworth

is really strong.
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Even the ‘intimations’ of the famous Ode,
those corner-stones of the supposed philoscphic
system of Wordsworth,—the idea of the high
instincts and affections coming out in childhood,
testifying of a divine home recently left, and fad-
ing away as our life proceeds,—this idea, of un-
deniable beauty as a play of fancy, has ij:self not
the character of poetlc truth of the best kind ;

has no real sohdlty The instinet of dehght in

Nature and her beauty had no doubt extraordi-
nary strength in Wordsworth himself as a child.
But to say that universally this instinct is mighty
in childhood, and tends to die away afterwards, is
to say what 1s extremely doubtful. In many
people, perhaps with the majority of educated
persons, the love of nature is nearly imperceptible
at ten years old, but strong and operative at thirty.
In general we may say of these high instincts of
early childhood, the base of the alleged systematic
philosophy of Wordsworth, what Thucydides says
of the early achievements of the Greek race: ‘It

i8 impossible to speak with certainty of what is
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so remote ; but from all that we can really investi- -.:
gate, I should say that they were no very great
things.”
Finally, the ‘scientific system of thought’ in
Wordsworth gives us at last such poetry as this,
which the devout Wordsworthian accepts—

* O for the coming of that glorious time
When, prizing knowledge as her noblest wealth
And best protection, this Imperial Realm,
While she exacts allegiance, shall admit
An obligation, on her part, to feach
Them who are born to serve her and obey :
Binding herself by statute to secure,
For all the children whom her soil maintains,
The rudiments of letters, and inform
The mind with moral and religious truth.’

Wordsworth calls Voltaire dull, and surely the
production of these un-Voltairian lines must have
been imposed on him as a judgmeni:! One can
hear them being quoted at a Social Science Con-
gress ; one can call up the whole scene. A great

room 1n one of our dismal provincial towns ; dusty
air and jaded afternoon daylight; benches full of

men with bald heads and women in spectacles:
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an orator lifting up his face from a manuscript

2 written within and without to declaim these lines

of Wordsworth; and in the soul of any poor
child of nature who may have wandered 1n
thither, an unutterable sense of lamentation, and
mourning, and woe !

 But turn we,” as Wordsworth says, ¢ from these
bold, bad men,’ the haunters of Social Science
Congresses. And let us be on our guard, too,
against the exhibitors and extollers of a ‘scientific
system of thought’ in Wordsworth’s poetry, The
poetry will never be seen aright while they thus
exhibit it. The cause of its greatness is simple,
and may be told quite simply. Wordsworth’s
poetry is great because of the extraordinary power
- with which Wordsworth feels the joy offered to
us in nature, the joy offered to us in the simple
primary affections and duties; and because of the
extraordinary power with which, in case after case,
he shows us this joy, and renders it so as to make
us share lt i

“The source of joy from which he thus draws is
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the truest and most unfailing source of joy ao:-
cessible to man. It is also accessible umversa]ly
Wordsworth brings us word, therefore, accord.lng
to his own strong and characteristic line, he brmga

us word

‘Of joy in widest commonalty spread.’

Here 18 an immense advantage for a poet. Words-
worth tells of what all seek, and tells of it at 1ta
truest and best source, and yet a source where a].l __
may go and draw for it. L '

Nevertheless, we are not to suppose that every- 5
thing is precious which Wordsworth, standing
even at this perennial and beautiful source, may
give us. Wordsworthians are apt to talk as if it
must be. They will speak with the same rever-
ence of The Sailor's Mother, for example, as of 3
Lucy Gray. They do their master harm by such
lack of discrimination. Zwecy Gray is a beautiful 1
success ; 7The Sailor's Mother is a failure, To give !
aright what he wishes to give, to interpret and .
render successfully, is not always within Words-
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worth’s own command. It is within no poet's
command ; here is the part of the Muse, the in-
gpiration, the God, the ‘not ourselves.” In Words-
worth’s case, the accident, for so it may almost be
called, of inspiration, is of peculiar importance.
No poet, perhaps, is so evidently filled with a new
and sacred energy when the inspiration 18 upon

him; no poet, when it fails him, is so left ‘ weak

as i8 a breaking wave.” I remember hearing him °

say that ¢Goethe’s poetry was mnot inevitable
enough.” The remark is striking and true; no
line in Goethe, as Goethe said himself, but 1ts
maker knew well how it came there. Wordsworth
is right, Goethe’s poetry 13 not inevitable ; not inevi-
table enough. But Wordsworth’s poetry, when he
is at his best, is inevitable, as inevitable as Nature
herself. It might seem that Nature not only gave
him the matter for his poem, but wrote his poem

for him. He has no style. He was too conversant

-
R
e i

with Milton not to catch at times his master's #
manner, and he has fine Miltonic lines ; but he
has no assured poetic style of his own, like Milton.
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When he seeks to have a style he falls into pon;
derosity and pomposity. In the Hxeursion wé"
bave his style, as an artistic product of his own
creation ; and although Jeffrey completely fail ed
to recognise Wordsworth’s real greatness, he Waﬂ,h
yet not wrong in saying of the Hxcursion, as a Work {
of poetic style: ‘This will never do’ And yet
magical as is that power, which Wordsworth has

not, of assured and possessed poetic style, he haa

j.

something which is an equivalent for it.

Kvery one who has any sense for these thin 1
feels the subtle turn, the heightening, which ig
given to a poet’s verse by his genius for style.fi

We can feel it in the

* After life’s fitful fever, he sleeps well '—

of Shakespeare ; in the
. « + though fall'n on evil days,
On evil days though fall’n, and evil tongues’'— =

of Milton. It is the incomparable charm of '.
Milton’s power of poetic style which gives such
worth to Paradise Regained, and makes a great



v WORDSWORTH 167

poem of a work in which Milton’s imagination does
not soar high. Wordsworth has in constant pos-
session, and at command, no style of this kind ; but
he had too poetic a nature, a.nd had read the great
poets too well, not to ca.tch as I have alrea;ﬂy re-
marked somethmg of i1t occasionally. We find it not
onlyin his Miltonic lines; wefind 1t in such a phrase
a8 this, where the manner is his own, not Milton’s—

¢ . . the fierce confederate storm
Of sorrow barricadoed evermore
Within the wallg of cities ;’

although even here, perhaps, the power of style
which is undeniable, 1s more properly that of elo-
quent prose than the subtle heightening and
change wrought by genuine ”poetlc style. It 13 style,
s 5 SRS s TR
chiefly makes the effectiveness of Laodameia. Still
the right sort of verse to choose from Wordsworth,
if we are to seize his true and most characteristic

form of expression, is a line like this from Michael—
‘ And never lifted up a single stone’

There is nothing subtle in it, no heightening, no
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study of poetic style, strictly so called, at all ; y
1t 18 expression of the highest and most truly ex
pressive kind.

Wordsworth owed much to Burns, and a atyle;{‘f
of perfect. plainness, relying for effect solely on;f:;
the weight and force of that which with entire'f;
fidelity it utters, Burns could show him. |

‘The poor inhabitant below

Was quick to learn and wise to know,

And keenly felt the friendly glow
And softer flame ;

But thoughtless follies laid him low
And stain’d his name.’

Every one will be conscious of a likeness here to
Wordsworth ; and if Wordsworth did great things
with this nobly plain manner, we must remember,
what indeed he himself would always have been
forward to acknowledge, that Burns used it before i
him.

Still Wordsworth’s use of it has something
unique and unmatchable. Nature herself seems,
I say, to take the pen out of his hand, and to _i

~write for him with her own bare, sheer, penetrat-
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ing power. This arises from two causes ; from
the profound sincereness with which Wordsworth
feels his subject, and also from the profoundly
gsincere and natural character of his subject itself.
He can and will treat such a subject with nothing
but the most plain, first-hand, almost austere
naturalness, His expression may often be called
bald, as, for instance, in the poem of Resolution
and Independence; but 1t 1s bald as the bare
mountain tops are bald, with a baldness which is
full of grandeur.

Wherever we meet with the successful balance,
in Wordsworth, of profound truth of subject with
profound truth of execution, he is unique. His
best poems are those which most perfectly exhibit
this balance. 1 have a warm admiration for
Laodameia and for the great Ode; but if I am to |
tell the very truth, I find Zaodameia not wholly \1
free from something artificial, and the great Ode f

not wholly free from something declamatory. If
I had to pick out poems of a kind most perfectly
to show Wordswortn's unique power, I should
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rather choose poems such as Michael, The Fg
tavyy, The Highland Rexper. And poems with th .
peculiar and unique beauty which distinguisheg J
these, Wordsworth produced in considerable num.;,
ber ; besides very many other poems of which the‘;_i
worth, although not so rare as the worth of these‘,‘}
18 st1ll exceedingly high. _1

On the whole, then, as I said at the beginni_ng,;z
not only is Wordsworth eminent by reason of the

;j-

goodness of his best work, but he is eminent also
by reason of the great body of good work Whlch‘
he has left to us. With the ancients I will not
compare him. In ‘many respects the anclents are

far above us, and yet there is something that we ’
1 demand which they can never give. Leaving the 4
ancients, let us come to the poets and poetry
of Christendom. Dante, Shakespeare, Mohére
Milton, Goethe, are altogether larger and more
splendid luminaries in the poetical heaven than
Wordsworth., But I know not where else, among
the moderns, we are to find his superiors.

To disengage the poems which show his power,

B/
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and to present them to the English-speaking public
and to the world, is the object of this volume. I
by no means say that it contains all which in
Wordsworth’s poems is interesting. Except in the
case of Margaret, a story composed separately from
the rest of the Hrcursion, and which belongs to a
different part of England, I have not ventured on
detaching portions of poems, or on giving any piece
otherwise than as Wordsworth himself gave it.
But under the conditions imposed by this reserve,
the volume contains, I think, everything, or nearly
everything, which may best serve him with the
majority of lovers of poetry, nothing which may
disserve him,

I have spoken lightly of Wordsworthians ; and
if we are to get Wordsworth recognised by the
public and by the world, we must recommend
him not in the spirit of a clique, but in the spirit.
of disinterested lovers of poetry. But I am a
Wordsworthian myself. I can read with pleasure
and edification Peter Bell, and the whole series of

Feclesiastical Sonnets, and the address to Mr. Wil-
M
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vl
kinson’s spade, and even the Thanksgiving Ode ;— .:
everything of Wordsworth, I think, except Vaud-
racour and Julta. 1t 18 not for nothing that one .
has been brought up in the veneration of a man sg
truly worthy of homage; that one has seen him ‘_
and heard him, lived in his neighbourhood, and
been familiar with his country. No Words- _
worthian has a tenderer affection for this pure and
sage master than I, or is less really offended by -;_
his defects. But Wordsworth is something more "?.j
than the pure and sage master of a small band of
devoted followers, and we ought not to rest satis- ;
fied until he 1s seen to be what he is. He is one
of the very chief glories of English Poetry ; and by
nothing is England so glorious as by her poetry. Let
us lay aside everjr weight which hinders our getting |
him recognised as this, and let our one study be to
bring to pass, as widely as possible and as truly as 1
possible, his own word concerning his poems :
‘ They will co-operate with the benign tendencies in
human natureand society,and will, In theirdegree, be

efficacious inmmaking men wiser, better, and happier.
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BYRON'

WHEN at last I held in my hand the volume of
poems which I had chosen from Wordsworth, and
began to turn over its pages, there arose In me
almost immediately the desire to see beside it, as
a companion volume, a like collection of the best
poetry of Byron. Alone amongst our poets of the
earlier part of this century, Byron and Words-
worth not only furnish material enough for a
volume of this kind, but also, as it seems to me,
they both of them gain considerably by being thus
exhibited. There are poems of Coleridge and of
Keats equal, if not superior, to anything of Byron
or Wordsworth ; but a dozen pages or two will

) Preface to Poetry of Byrom, chosen and arranged by
Matthew Arnold, 1881.
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contain them, and the remaining poetry is of a b
quality much inferior. Scott never, I think, rises
a8 a poet to the level of Byron and Wordsworth at
all.  On the other hand, he never falls below his

own usual level very far; and by a volume of |
 selections from him, therefore, his effectiveness is .
not increased. As to Shelley there will be more I
question; and indeed Mr. Stopford Brooke, whose
accomplishments, eloquence, and love of poetry
we must all recognise and admire, has*actually
given us Shelley in such a volume. But for my
own part 1 cannot think that Shelley’s poetry,
except by snatches and fragments, has the value ,
of the good work of Wordsworth and Byron ; or
that it is possible for even Mr. Stopford Brooke to
make up & volume of selections from him which,
for real substance, power, and worth, can at all
take rank with a like volume from Byron or
Wordsworth.

- Shelley knew quite well the difference between
the achievement of such a poet as Byron and his

own. He praises Byron too unreservedly, but he
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sincerely felt, and he was right in feeling, that

Byron was a greater poetical power than himself.

As a man, Shelley is at a number of points im-
measurably Byron’s superior; he is a beautiful

and enchanting spirit, whose vision, when we call

it up, has far more loveliness, more charm for our |

soul, than the vision of Byron. But all the per-

sonal charm of Shelley cannot hinder us from at
last discovering in his poetry the incurable want,

in general, of a sound subject-matter, and the in-

curable fault, in consequence, of unsubstantiality. ,

Those who extol him as the poet of clouds, the
poet of sunsets, are only saying that he did not, in
fact, lay hold upon the poet’s right subject-matter;
and in honest truth, with all his charm of soul and
spirit, and with all his gift of musical diction and
movement, he never, or hardly ever, did. Except,
as I have saild, for a few short things and single
stanzas, his original poetry is less satisfactory than
his translations, for in these the subject-matter
was found for him. Nay, I doubt whether his
delightful Essays and Letters, which deserve to be
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far more read than they are now, will not resist

the wear and tear of time better, and finally come
to stand higher, than his poetry.

There remain to be considered Byron and
Wordsworth. That Wordsworth affords good
material for a volume of selections, and that he
gains by having his poetry thus presented, is an
old belief of mineiwhich led me lately to make up
a volume of poems chosen out of Wordsworth, and
to bring it before the public. By its kind recep-

tion of the volume, the public seems to show itself

a partaker in my belief. Now Byron also sup-
plies plenty of material for a like volume, and he
too gains, I think, by being so presented. Mr.
Swinburne urges, indeed, that ‘Byron, who rarely
wrote anything either worthless or faultless, can
only be judged or appreciated in the mass ; the
greatest of his works was his whole work taken
together.” It is quite true that Byron rarely wrote
anything either worthless or faultless; it is quite
true also that in the appreciation of Byron’s

power a sense of the amount and variety of his

q




VI BYRON 187

work, defective though much of his work 1s, enters
justly into our estimate. But although there may
be little in Byron’s poetry which can be pronounced
either worthless or faultless, there are portions of
it which are far higher in worth and far more free
from fault than others. And although, again, the
abundance and variety of his production 1s un-
doubtedly a proof of his power, yet I question
whether by reading everything which he gives us
we are so likely to acquire an admiring sense even
of his variety and abundance, as by reading what
he gives us at his happier moments. Varied and
abundant he amply proves himself even by this
taken alone. Receive him absolutely without
omission or compression, follow his whole out-
pouring stanZa. by stanza and line by line from the
very commencement to the very end, and he 18
capable of being tiresome.

Byron has told us himself that the Gdaour ‘is

but a string of passages.” He has made full con-

fession of his own negligence. ‘No one,’ says he,

‘has done more through negligence to corrupt the
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language.” This accusation brought by himsel
against his poems is not just; but when he goes
on to say of them, that ‘their faults, whatever
they may be, are those of negligence and not of
labour,” he says what is perfectly true. ¢ Zara,
he declares, ‘I wrote while undressing after coming
home from balls and masquerades, in the year of
revelry, 1814. The Bride was written in four, the ’j
Corsair in ten days. He calls this ‘a humﬂiating
confession, as it proves my own want of j udgment
In publishing, and the public’s in reading, things ‘:
which cannot have stamina for permanence.
Again he does his poems injustice ; the producer I
of such poems could not but publish them, the
public could not but read them. Nor could Byron
have produced his work in any other fashion; his
poetic work could not have first grown and matured
in his own mind, and then come forth as an

organic whole; Byron had not enough of the artist

=
In him for this, nor enough of self-command. He

wrote, as he truly tells us, to relieve himself, and

he went on writing because he found the relief
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become indispensable. But it was inevitable that
works so produced should be, in general, ‘a string
of passages, poured out, as he describes them,
with rapidity and excitement, and with new
passages constantly suggesting themselves, and
added while his work was going through the press.
It is evident that we have here neither deliberate
scientific construction, nor yet the mstmctwe

a.rtlstm creation of poetic wholes ; and that to

e e

ta,ke passages from work produced as Byron’s was
is a very different thing from taking passages out
of the Fdvpus or the Tempest, and deprives the
poetry far less of its advantage.

Nay, it gives advantage to the poetry, instead
of depriving it of any. Byron, I said, h@ not a
great artist'’s profound and patient skill in com-
bining an action or in developing a character,—a
skill which we must watch and follow if we are te¢
do justice to it. But he has a wonderful powes
of vividly conceiving a single incident, a single
situation ; of throwing himself upon it, grasping it

as if it were real and he saw and felt it, and of
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making us see and feel it too. The Giaour is, aa
he truly called it, ‘a string of passages, not g -:
work moving by a deep internal law of develop- 'i
ment to a necessary end; .and our total impres-
sion from it cannot but receive from this, its in-
herent defect, a certain dimness and 1ndistinctness r
But the incidents of the journey and death of
Hassan, in that poem, are conceived and presented
with a vividness not to be surpassed; and our
impression from them is correspondingly clear
and powerful In Lara, again, there is ne .
adequate development either of the character :ﬁf
of the chief personage or of the action of
the poem ; our total impression from the work is
a confused one. Yet such an incident as the dis-
posal of the slain Ezzelin’s body passes before our
eyes as if we actually saw it. And in the same
way as these bursts of incident, bursts of senti- .
ment also, living and vigorous, often occur in the
midst of poems which must be admitted to be but :

weakly-conceived and loosely-combined wholes.

Byron cannot but be a gainer by having attention
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concentrated upon what is vivid, powerful, effective
in his work, and withdrawn from what is not so.
Byron, I say, cannot but be a gainer by this,
just as Wordsworth is a gainer by a like proceed-
ing. I esteem Wordsworth’s poetry so highly, and
the world, in my 6pinion, has done it such scant
justice, that I could not rest satisfied until I had
fulfilled, on Wordsworth’s behalf, a long-cherished
desire ;—had disengaged, to the best of my power,
his good work from the inferior work joined with
it, and had placed before the public the body of
his good work by itself. To the poetry of Byron
the world has ardently paid homage; full justice
from his contemporaries, perhaps even more than
justice, his torrent of poetry received. His poetry
was admired, adored, ¢ with all its imperfections
on its head’—in spite of negligence, in spite of
diffuseness, in spite of repetitions, in spite of what-
ever faults it possessed. His name is still great
and brilliant. Nevertheless the hour of irresistible
vogue has passed away for him; even for Byron
it could not but pass away. The time has come
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for him, as it comes for all poets, when he musth
take his real and permanent place, no lc:mger:""=
depending upon the vogue of his own day and upon
the enthusiasm of his contemporanes Whatever
we may think of him, we shall not be subjugamd
by him as they were; for, as he cannot be for us i-
what he was for them, we cannot admire him so
hotly and indiscriminately as they. His faults of '
negligence, of diffuseness, of repetition, his faults .'f

of whatever kind, we shall abundantly feel and

unsparingly criticise ; the mere interval of time -"
between us and him makes disillusion of this
kind inevitable. But how then will Byron stand,
if we relieve him too, so far as we can, of the en-
cumbrance of his inferior and weakest work, and
iIf we bring before us his best and strongest work in
one body together? That is the question which I,
who can even remember the latter years of Byron’s
vogue, and have myself felt the expiring wave
of that mighty influence, but who certainly alse JZF_
regard him, and have long rega.rded him, without

illusion, cannot but ask myself, cannot but seek to f?
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answer, The present volume is an attempt to
provide adequate data for answering it.

Byron has been over-praised, no doubt. ‘Byron
iz one of our French superstitions,’ says M.
Edmond Scherer ; but where has Byron not been
a superstition ¢ He pays now the penalty of this
exaggerated worship. ¢ Alone among the English
poets his contemporaries, Byron, said M. Taine,
‘atteint & la ctme,—gets to the top of the poetic
mountain.” But the idol that M. Taine had thus
adored M. Scherer is almost for burning. ‘In
Byron,” he declares, ‘there is a remarkable in-
ability ever to lift himself into the region of real
poetic art,—art impersonal and disinterested,—at
all. He has fecundity, eloquence, wit, but even

these qualities themselves are confined within

somewhat narrow limits. He has treated hardly

any subject but one,—himself ; now the man, in
Byron, is of a nature even less sincere than the
poet. This beautiful and blighted being is at
bottom a coxcomb. He posed all his life long.’

Our poet could not well meet with more severe
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and unsympathetic criticism. However, the praise

often given to Byron has been so exaggerated as
provoke, perhaps, a reaction in which he is undu_ly
disparaged. ‘As various in composition as Shake-?_
speare himself, Lord Byron has embraced’ sayai
Sir Walter Scott, ¢ every topic of human life, a.nd'f
sounded every string on the divine harp, from itg _.3
slightest to its most powerful and heart-astounding
tones,” It is not surprising that some one with g l
cool head should retaliate, on such provocation as ~
this, by saying: ‘ He has treated hardly any sub-
ject but one, himself.) ‘In the very grand and tre-
mendous drama of Cain,’ says Scott, ‘ Lord Byron '
has certainly matched Milton on his own ground.’
And Lord Byron has done all this, Scott adds,
‘while managiﬁg his pen with the careless and ;
negligent ease of a man of quality,’ Alas, ‘man- _'
aging his pen with the careless and negligent eage '

of & man of quality,” Byron wrote in his Cain—

y

‘Souls that dare look the Omnipotent tyrant in
His everlasting face, and tell him that
His evil is not good ;’
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or he wrote—

‘., . . And thou would’st go on aspiring
To the great double Mysteries! the two Principles/’?

One has only to repeat to oneself a line from
Paradise Lost in order to feel the difference.
Sainte-Beuve, speaking of that exquisite master
of language, the Italian poet Leopardi, remarks
how often we see the alliance, singular though i
may at first s1ght appear, of the poetical genius
with the genius for scholarship and philology.
Dante and Milton are instances which will occur
to every one’s mind. Byron is so negligent in his
poetical style, he is often, to say the truth, so
slovenly, slipshod, and infelicitous, he 1s so little
haunted by the true artist’s fine passion for the
correct use and consummate management of words,
that he may be described as having for this artistic
gift the insensibility of the barbarian ;—which is

perhaps only another and a less flattering wa} of

saying, with Scott, that he ¢ manages his pen with

1 The italics are in the original.
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the careless and negligent ease of a man of quahtyr

Just of a piece with the rhythm of

‘ Dare you await the event of a few minutes'
- Deliberation %’

or of
¢ All shall be void—

Destroy’d !’
is the diction of

‘ Which now is painful to these eyes,
Which have not seen the sun to rise ;’

or of
‘. . . there let him lay !’

or of the famous passage beginning

‘He who hath bent him o’er the dead ;*

with those trailing relatives, that crying gramma-
tical solecism, that inextricable anacolouthon]
To class the work of the author of such things

with the work of the authors of such verse as

#ln the dark backward and abysm of time ’—

or as

‘ Presenting Thebes, or Pelopé’ line,
Or the tale of Troy divine '—
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is ridiculous. Shakespeare and Milton, with their
gecret of consummate felicity in diction and
movement, are of another and an altogether
higher order from Byron, nay, for that matter,
from Wordsworth also; from the author of such

verse as

‘ Sol hath dropt into his harbour’—

or (if Mr. Ruskin pleases) as

‘ Parching summer hath no warrant’—

as from the author of

¢ All shall be void—
Destroy’d !’

With a poetical gift and a poetical performance of

the very highest order, the slovenliness and tune-

lessness of much of Byron's production, the
pompousness and ponderousness of much of
Wordsworth’s are incompatible. Let us admit
this to the full. .
Moreover, while we are hearkening to M.
Scherer, and going along with him in his fault-

finding, let us admit, too, that the man in Byron.
N
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13 In many respects as unsatisfactory as the poet,
And, putting aside all direct moral criticism of
him, — with which we need not concern our-
selves here,—we shall find that he is unsatisfactory ;'
in the same way. Some of Byron’s most crying
faults as a man,—his vulgarity, his affectation,—
are really akin to the faults of commonness, of
want of art, in his workmanship as a poet. The ]
1deal nature for the poet and artist is that of the
.ﬁnely touched and finely gifted man, the ed¢urs of
the Greeks; now, Byron’s nature was in sub- :
stance not that of the evduis at all, but rather,
as I have said, of the barbarian. The want of
fine perception which made it possible for him te
formulate either the comparison between himself
and Rousseau, or his reason for getting Lord Dela-
warr excused from a ‘licking’ at Harrow, ig
exactiy what made possible for him also his
terrible dealings in, An ye wool ; I have redde thee ;
Sunburn me; Oons, and it is excellent well. 1t is
exactly, again, what made possible for him his

precious dictum that Pope is a Greek temple, and




vi BYRON 17§

a string of other criticisms of the like force; 1t
is exactly, in fine, what deteriorated the quality
of his poetic production. If we think of a good
representasive of that finely touched and exqui-
sitely gifted nature which is the ideal nature for
the poet and artist,—if we think of Raphael, for
instance, who truly is ed¢uns just as Byron is
not,—we shall bring into clearer light the connec-
tion in Byron between the faults of the man and
the faults of the poet. With Raphael’s character
Byron’s sings of vulgarity and false criticism
would have been impossible, just as with Raphael’s
art Byron’s sins of common and bad workman-
ship.

Yes, all this is true, but it is not the whole
truth about Byron nevertheless; very far from it.
The severe criticism of M. Scherer by no means
gives us the whole truth about Byron, and we
have not yet got it in what has been added to that
criticism here. The negative part of the true
criticism of him we perhaps have; the positive
~part, by far the more important, we have not.
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Byron’s admirers appeal eagerly to foreign testi- ,'._
monies 1n his favour. Some of these testimonieg
do not much move me; but one testimony there
is among them which will always carry, with me : |
at any rate, very great weight,—the testimdny of ;:
Goethe.  Goethe’s sayings about Byron were 'i
uttered, it must however be remembered, at the ]
height of Byron’s vogue, when that puissant and
splendid personality was exercising its full power
of attraction. In Goethe’s own household there
was an atmosphere of glowing Byron-worship;
his daughter-in-law was a passionate admirer of
Byron, nay, she enjoyed and prized his poetry, as
did Tieck and so many others in Germany at that
time, much above the poetry of Goethe himself.
Instead of being irritated and rendered jealous by
this, a nature like Goethe’s was inevitably led by
it to heighten, not lower, the note of his praise,
The Time-Spirit, or Zeit-GQetst, he would himself
have sald, was working just then for Byron. This
working of the Zeit-Geist in his favour was an

advantage added to Byron’s other advantages, an
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advantage of which he had a right to get the
benefit. This 18 what Goethe would have thought
and sald to himself; and so he would have been
led even to heighten somewhat his estimate ot
Byron, and to accentuate the emphasis of praise.
Goethe speaking of Byron at that moment was not
and could not be quite the same cool critic as
Goethe speaking of Dante, or Moliere, or Milton.
This, I say, we ought to remember in reading
Goethe’s judgments on Byron and his poetry.
Still, if we are careful to bear this in mind, and if
we quote Goethe’s praise correctly,—which is not
always done by those who in this country quote
it,—and if we add to it that great and due quali-
fication added to it by Goethe himself,—which so
far as I have seen has never yet been done by his
quoters in this country at all,—then we shall have
a judgment on Byron, which comes, I think, very
near to the truth, and which may well command
our adherence.

In his judicious and interesting Life of Byron,
Professor Nichol quotes Goethe as saying that
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Byron ‘is undoubtedly to be regarded as the
greatest genius of our century” What Goethe did
really say was ‘the greatest talent, not *the .
greatest genius.” The difference is important, be-
cause, while talent gives the notion of power i a
man’s performance, genius gives rather the notion
of feli(;ity and perfection in it ; and this divine
gift of consummate felicity by no means, as we
have seen, belongs to Byron and to his poetry.
Goethe said that Byron ‘must unquestionably be
regarded as the greatest talent of the century’!
He said of him moreover: ‘ The English may think :r
of Byron what they please, but it 13 certain that '
they can point to no poet who is his like. He is
different from all the rest, and in the main
ereater, Here, again, Professor Nichol trans-
lates: ¢They can show no (living) poet who is
to be compared to him ;’—inserting the word
living, 1 suppose, to prevent its being thought
that Goethe would have ranked Byron, as a poet,

1 ¢Der ohne Frage als das grosste Talent des Jahrhunderts
anzusehen ish.
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above Shakespeare and Milton. But Goethe did
not use, or, I think, mean to imply, any limitation
guch as is added by Professor Nichol. Goethe said
simply, and he meant to say, ‘mo poet.” Only
the words which follow! ought not, I think, to
be rendered, ‘who is to be compared to him,
that is to say, ‘who 1s his equal as a poet” They
mean rather, ¢ who may properly be compared with
him,” ¢ who is his parallel, And when Goethe said
that Byron was ‘in the maln greater’ than all
the rest of the English poets, he was not so
much thinking of the strict rank, as poetry, of
Byron’s production; he was thinking of that
wonderful personality of Byron which so enters
into his poetry, and which Goethe called ‘a
personality such, for its eminence, as has never
been yet, and such as is not likely to come again.’
He was thinking of that ‘daring, dash, and gran-
diosity,’ ? of Byron, which are indeed so splendid ;

1 ¢*Der ihm zu vergleichen wire.’
2 ¢« Byron’s Kiihnheit, Keckheit und Grandiositat, ist das
nicht alles bildend #—Alles Grosse bildet, sobald wir es gewahs

werden.’
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and which were, so Goethe maintained, of a *
character to do good, because ‘everything great :
18 formative,” and what is thus formative does
us good.

The faults which went with this greatness, and
which impaired Byron’s poetical work, Goethe saw J‘:
very well. He saw the constant state of Warfare L
and combat, the ‘negative and polemical working,’
which makes Byron’s poetry a poetry in which we
can so little find rest; he saw the Hang zum Un- {
begrenzten, the straining after the unlimited, which ﬁ
made 1t impossible for Byron to produce poetic r
wholes such as the Zempest or Lear; he saw the
eu viel Empirie, the promiscuous adoption of all
the matter offered to the poet by life, just as it was
offered, without thought or patience for the mys-
terious transmutation to be operated on this matter
by poetic form. But in a sentence which I can-
- not, as I say, remember to have yet seen quoted in
any English criticism of Byron. Goethe lays his
finger on the cause of all these defects in Byron,

and on his real source of weakness both as 2 man




