



































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































APPENDIX ONE

Criticism, History, and Critical Relativism

The preceding chapters obviously look forward to a new history of
English poetry (even though, quite as obviously, the discussions of
poetry which they contain do not attempt to write that history). In-
deed, the discussions may very well seem to take history too little
into account. Yet, though the discussions have been concerned with
the poems as poems, the mind of the poet, it must be admitted at
once, is not a tabula rasa. I certainly have not meant to imply that
the poet does not inherit his ideas, his literary concepts, his rhythms,
his literary forms—that he does not inherit, in the first place, his lan-
guage itself.

What is possible for a Donne, therefore, may not be possible for a
Pope, and materials which may lie to hand for a Pope, may not be
available for a Keats: I make the point here, not because it is not
already obvious to the reader, but because I want the reader to -
bor no lingering doubt that it is completely obvious to me.

But I insist that to treat the poems discussed primarily as poems
is a proper emphasis, and very much worth doing. For we have gone
to school to the anthropologists and the cultural historians assidu-
ously, and we have learned their lesson almost too well. We have
learned it so well that the danger now, it seems to me, is not that we
will forget the differences between poems of different historical pe-
riods, but that we may forget those qualities which they have in
common. We are not likely to ignore those elements which make the
great poems differ from each other. It is entirely possible, on the
other hand, that the close kinship that they bear to one another may
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be obscured—those qualities that make them poems and which de-
termine whether they are good poems or bad poems.

I am thoroughly aware that the terms good and bad are suspect,
and that their introduction here may be considered even imperti-
nent. Good and bad, we have been taught, are meaningless terms
when used absolutely. They must refer to some standard of values,
and values, we know, are hopelessly subjective. We resent the arro-
gance implied in judgments which seem to have any tinge of abso-
luteness about them, and, as a rule, no profession of personal
humility on the part of the critic who renders them is sufficient to
assuage us. We have come to believe less and less in any absolute
criteria; and, even assuming that such criteria exist, we feel that no
critic could know and apply them without a certain egotism: how is
a critic, who is plainly the product of his own day and time, hope-
lessly entangled in the twentieth century, to judge the poems of his
own day—much less, the poems of the past—sub specie aeternitatis!

But in giving up our criteria of good and bad, we have, as a con-
sequence I believe, begun to give up our concept of poetry it-
self. Obviously, if we can make no judgments about a poem as a
poem, the concept of poetry as distinct from other kinds of discourse
which employ words becomes meaningless. Recently, I heard a pro-
fessor of literature propose before a group of professors and critics
of more than average distinction that the new history of American
literature should assume, for its purposes, that literature was synony-
mous with “anything written in words,” it being obvious that any
narrower criterion would be hopelessly subjective.

It should be added that the company addressed registered varying
degrees of shock; and yet the speaker was merely carrying to its
logical conclusion tendencies which three-quarters of his audience
exemplified in practice. We have no confidence in absolutes of any
kind; we know too much about ourselves to rest happily in sub-
jective judgments. We try, therefore, to be more objective, more
“scientific’—and in practice we usually content ourselves with re-
lating the work in question to the cultural matrix out of which it
came.

The studies of particular poems which fill up the earlier chapters
of this book take as their assumption that there is such a thing as
poetry, difficult as it may be to define, and that there are general
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criteria against which the poems may be measured. If there is any
absolutism implied, I prefer not to conceal it, but to bring it out
into the open. The foregoing discussions of poetry may, indeed, be
hopelessly subjective. But, for better or for worse, the judgments are
rendered, not in terms of some former historical period and not
merely in terms of our own: the judgments are very frankly treated
as if they were universal judgments. But if I am perfectly willing to
expose the assumptions on which my own judgments rest, I am
equally desirous of exposing the assumptions which underlie the
typical varieties of attack on such judgments.

I believe that the typical attacks fall into a pattern—a pattern
which will help to explain the state into which literary criticism,
and ultimately the Humanities in general, have fallen in our day. I
want to point out, therefore, that the notes which follow are con-
cerned with something more than the defense of a particular critical
method. They have to do—and this must be my justification for
their presence here—they have to do with the whole question of
whether we can have literary criticism at all.

The attempt to locate the “poetry” in a special doctrine or a spe-
cial subject matter or a special kind of imagery, as we have seen in
earlier pages, speedily breaks down. It must break down, if litera-
ture exists as literature; for different poems state what are appar-
ently contradictory doctrines and employ very different materials.
Yet if we are to emphasize, not the special subject matter, but the
way in which the poem is built, or—to change the metaphor—the
form which it has taken as it grew in the poet’s mind, we shall
necessarily raise questions of formal structure and rhetorical organ-
ization: we shall be forced to talk about levels of meanings, symbol-
izations, clashes of connotations, paradoxes, i:onies, etc.

Moreover, however inadequate these terms may be, even so, such
terms do bring us closer, I feel, to the structure of the poem as an
organism—the formal structure as it is related to the relatively com-
plex effect which even a simple poem gives. And the formal pattern
suggested by these terms seems to carry over from poem to poem. If
it does, then we are allowed to approach a poem by Donne in the
same general terms through which we approach a poem by Keats;
or a poem of Wordsworth’s, through the same terms which will
apply to a poem by Yeats. I repeat: I do not mean to ignore impor-
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tant differences between poets. Yet what must be sought is an instru-
ment which will allow for some critical precision, and yet one which
may be used in the service, not of Romantic poetry or of metaphys-
ical poetry, but of poetry.

It is just at this point that one encounters the first line of misap-
prehension or of considered disagreement. The ordinary critic is
usually quite willing to allow the poetry of the moderns or of the
seventeenth-century metaphysical poets to be as complex as any-
one may care to regard it. He raises no objections, for both of these
poetries, he feels, are eccentric and “special.” But the poetry of the
nineteenth century, he is sure, is not, and need not be, complex.
And the treatment accorded poetry in the earlier chapters of this
book, he is convinced, attempts to read an unwarranted complexity
into nineteenth-century poems—to “overintellectualize” them.

But though this objection is a rather general one (since most of us
derive our concept of poetry from the nineteenth-century poets), I
think that it may be treated with more clarity in terms of a concrete
instance; and Mr. Donald Stauffer has furnished us with a particu-
larly usable one since it involves one of the chapters of this book as
it first appeared in the volume The Language of Poetry. Further-
more, the fact that Mr. Stauffer writes as a friendly critic makes his
statement against complexity in poetry all the more pertinent.

With reference to the account of Wordsworth’s sonnet on West-
minster Bridge (p. 5), Mr. Stauffer writes as follows: “[In Brooks’s
account] Wordsworth’s flash of insight—that even the man-made city
participates in the life of nature—becomes not a part of a powerful
conviction slowly achieved, as Wordsworth himself describes it in
The Prelude, but an analyzable paradox.”

Mr. Stauffer’s reprobation seems to involve two items: (1) the fact
that the experience as given in the critical account of the poem cuts
across the general experience of the poet’s life—that is, the critical
account of the poem does not square with the received biographical
account; and (2) the fact that the paradox is “analyzable”—a fact
which apparently implies to Mr. Stauffer a violation of the nature
of the experience which the poem records. The second item, since it
involves a problem that will appear again under various forms, may
be postponed for the moment.

As for the first objection: it raises the whole question of the rela-
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tion of criticism to biography. Is the experience of “On Westmin-
ster Bridge” simply a morning out of Wordsworth’s life, a morning
to be fitted neatly into his biography? Or, is the experience of “On
Westminster Bridge” to be considered as a poem—the dramatization
of an experience (real or imagined, or with elements of both) in
which the poet may make what use he cares to of contrast, surprise
—even shock? Mr. Stauffer’s objection seems to be that the convic-
tion that the man-made city was a part of nature was arrived at
slowly in Wordsworth’s own life, and therefore he feels that this
conviction cannot come to the protagonist of the poem as a flash of
intuition—cannot come to the protagonist with some sense of shock.

I am not so much concerned with whether it is Mr. Stauffer or I
who am most nearly right about the sonnet, but I am greatly con-
cerned with the nature of Mr. Stauffer’s argument. For he seems to
me to confound the protagonist of the poem with the poet and the
experience of the poem as an aesthetic structure, with the author’s
personal experience.

My assumption that Mr. Stauffer is guilty of this confusion seems
to me confirmed by Mr. Stauffer’s general skittishness about any at-
tempt to deal with rhetorical structure. “Mr. Brooks,” he writes, “is
decermined to find all things original, spare, and strange in any set
of verses before he will accord them the name of poetry.” The terms
are Mr. Stauffer’s, not mine; but I think that I can afford to accept
them for the sake of the argument. Is there not a sense, and an im-
portant sense, in which “original, spare, and strange” must apply to
all poetry worthy of the name? Surely, there is a sense in which all
true poetry must be original. Mr. Stauffer would not allow that even
the simplest of Wordsworth’s poems that he admires can be trite.
And “trite,” I submit, is a fair enough antonym to “original.” I
agree, of course, that the original j»sem need not be an esoteric
poem. It can certainly make ise of werds, themes, and subject mat-
ter which are ordinarily thougi:: of in isolation as trite. But the
poem itself? Can it be trite? -.ad still poetry? Surely, in the good
poem, that which in ordinary ¢ ¢perience is thought of as common-
place is renewed, made fresn and compelling. Ever: Dr. Johnson,
certainly no friend to the esotcric, demanded that the thoughts in
poetry be “new” as well as “just.”

In the same way, even “suange” characterizes the good poem—
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nowhere more than where the familiar matter of today is rendered
fresh and unfamiliar. Mr. Stauffer’s own Romantics will furnish
abundant evidence on this point. What else is Wordsworth talking
about when he says that his primary function in the Lyrical Ballads
was to remove the “film of familiarity” from daily objects?

The third term, “spare,” hardly comes off any better. I would
prefer to substitute for it the term “functional.” But I think that I
can afford to accept the metaphor which “spare” implies and still
make my point. Mr. Stauffer and I may quarrel about the proper
degree of spareness—about what is healthily spare and what is not—
but Mr. Stauffer can accept no more easily than I, the opposite of
spareness. He too will have to reject the obese poem, the overstuffed
poem. Wordiness, mere external decoration, unrelated sentiment—
these, he must agree, are faults; and if they are faults, then we are
driven to admit that some kind of relation must obtain between the
individual word or incident and the poem as a whole. If Mr. Stauf-
fer will accept the proposition that every word in a poem plays its
part, then we can have no radical disagreement over principles and
can agree to disagree over particular interpretations. On the other
hand, I do not see how Mr. Stauffer can reject the proposition that
every word in a good poem counts and still continue to use the term
“poem” in a meaningful sense.

The question of form, of rhetorical structure, simply has to be
faced somewhere. It is the primary problem of the critic. Even if it
is postponed, it cannot ultimately be evaded. If there is such a thing
as poetry, we are compelled to deal with it. And this is my justifica-
tion for considering with some minuteness the passage in which Mr.
Stauffer summarizes his objections: “I am being unfair to Mr.
Brooks, as he, I think, is unfair to poetry as a whole. But I do so be-
cause I feel his position excludes from the reader’s enjoyment great
areas of poetry. . . . He says truly that ‘We must be prepared to
accept the paradox of the imagination itself.’ Part of the paradox of
the imagination is that a poet may write with simplicity and senti-
ment and still remain a poet.”

One naturally sympathizes with Mr. Stauffer’s objection to what
has seemed to him a too narrow dogmatism. Moreover, it is entirely
possible that the essay on which he has based his objection reflects
just that—though I could hope that the essay, placed as it is now
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within the context of this book, will no longer appear narrowly dog-
matic. But a deeper issue is involved. What does Mr. Stauffer’s
“simplicity” mean? What can it be made to mean? If one means that
a poet may be able to write without giving a sense of pomposity—
that he can give a sense of casual and simple directness—the point
can surely be granted at once. If the statement means that the poet
can make his poem one by reducing to order the confusions and dis-
orders and irrelevancies of ordinary experience in terms of one uni-
fying insight, again granted. The poet not only may do this; he
must. But if Mr. Stauffer means that matters of structure are irrele-
vant—that the poet can render his truth “simply” and directly, then
I am afraid that the generous motive of protecting the diversity of
poetry has betrayed him into the common error that besets our
criticism. To state it in its most pervasive form, it conceives of the
“form” as the transparent pane of glass through which the stuff of
poetry is reflected, directly and immediately. To state it in its crud-
est form, it conceives of form as a kind of box, neat or capacious,
chastely engraved or gaudily decorated, into which the valuable and
essentially poetic “content” of the poem is packed.

I am confident that it is this embarrassingly oversimple concep-
tion of the relation of form to content that underlies Mr. Herbert
Muller’s attack on my position, particularly as it is outlined in
Modern Poetry and the Tradition. Mr. Muller, like Mr. Stauffer, is
troubled by what he terms my “exclusiveness.”

More serious and central, however, is Mr. Brooks’ exclusive-
ness. In practice, he consistently disparages Augustan, Roman-
tic, and Victorian poetry. . . . But there is certainly reason
for pause before taking up a critical position that logically
requires one to regard as of an “inferior” order most of the
literature the world has been content to think great; for the
Bible is as full of didactic heresy as Dante or Milton, and there
is as little wit in the old epic or saga as in the pure song or
psalm.

In effect, Mr. Brooks takes as narrow a view of the uses of
the imagination as did the old moralists and schoolmen; and the
clue here is his ultimate criterion of “ironic contemplation.”
Apart from his tendency to use it rather carelessly, equating the
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simple with the naive and the passionate with the sentimental,
no forthright expression of a faith or ideal can bear such con-
templation—and so what?

It is true that in Modem Poetry and the Tradition I suggested the
need for a radical revision of the history of English literature, and
that I there criticized certain aspects of the eighteenth- and nine-
teenth-century poetry. I hope that the treatment accorded to particu-
lar eighteenth- and nineteenth-century poems in this book, will
perhaps put that criticism in better perspective. I should certainly
dislike to be thought to maintain that English poetry ceased with
the death of Donne, to be resumed only in our own time.

But though I believe that we need to revise drastically our con-
ventional estimate of the course of English poetry, I had not realized
that I had succeeded in doing so with the thoroughness which Mr.
Muller suggests. The new broom has swept embarrassingly clean if
it has managed to put the Bible Dante, and Milton, in a heap, out
of doors. If an attack on the didactic heresy entails this, then I agree
with Mr. Muller that it does exact far too great a price.

But are we really forced into so unpleasant a dilemma? Why is it
that some ‘‘didactic” poems are great, and others not? Admitting
that Dante had a didactic purpose, is it not relevant to our problem
here that Dante was not content merely to set forth Catholic dogma
—that he wished to dramatize it? Mr. Muller expostulates that “no
forthright ¢ )ression of a faith or an ideal can bear” an “ironical
contemplation.” But the great poetic expressions of a faith can, and
do. To me, it is significant that Dante, in dramatizing his faith, was
willing to portray more than one pope in hell. Surely there is more
than mere propagandizing for a dogma and an institution in a view
which can envisage Christ’s vicar among the damned. Indeed, I
should say that Dante was quite willing to expose his preachment to
something very like an “ironical contemplation.”

Is it not also relevant to our problem that Milton presents Lucifer
with full dramatic sympathy—with so much, indeed, that some read-
ers have felt that he injured the effectiveness of his Paradise Lost as
Christian “propaganda” by inadvertently making out a case for
Lucifer rather than for God? A weaker poet—and a more forthright
propagandist—would have risked no such ambiguity. He would have
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set up Lucifer as a straw man to be overthrown rather than as a
powerful being who challenges the place of hero.

Mr. Muller sums up his attack as follows: “[Brooks) considers only
technique, mechanism, outward show. He overlooks the underlying
attitudes, the world view, the quality of mind, the informing spirit
—all that makes Donne’s poetry much greater than Herbert’s, and
very different from Mr. Ransom’s, and that enables a Shakespeare
or a Goethe to be as simple, forthright, eloquent as he pleases.” If
the “form” of which I have spoken is but outer envelope, an embel-
lished husk, then Mr. Muller is perfectly right in rejecting it for
something more inward (“informing spirit”), or deeper (“underlying
attitudes”). Obviously, it is not for me to say that I did not overlook
“the underlying attitudes, the world view, the quality of mind. . . .”
Perhaps I did, but I can assure Mr. Muller that it was not by inten-
tion. I attempted in the earlier book (as I have attempted here) to
deal with attitudes, superficial and underlying, but to deal with
them in terms of the organization of the given poem itself. (I be-
lieve that ultimately, if we are to deal with poems as poems, we shall
have to show how the attitudes reveal themselves in the poems.) I
have talked less about “world views” and “informing spirits” be-
cause I have been primarily interested in the specific view taken in
the particular poem, and interested in how the attitude of the poem
was made to inform the poem—and not primarily interested in his-
torical or psychological generalizations about the poet’s mind. But if
Mr. Muller has missed these things—and if he has missed them, less
acute readers must have missed them—I believ that it is because
Mr. Muller refuses to take a discussion of tone, attitude, and ironic
qualification as other than a treatment of superficial mechanisms.
He persists in seeing “form” as something external and radically
frivolous.

For, to say that Shakespeare could be as “simple” and “forthright”
as he pleased suggests that the poetry resides in certain truthful or
exalted poetic statements which need only to be stated simply and
forthrightly. But this assumption, as Mr. Muller himself knows, is
desperate: for on this assumption one can never explain why such
poetic material, when stated in clear expository prose is not poetry,
or why only those who are great poets managed to locate and exploit
“poetic material.”
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Perhaps it is caution which has therefore caused Mr. Muller to
add, to “simple” and “forthright,” the adjective “eloquent”; but, by
adding it, Mr. Muller has succeeded in begging his whole case. For
what is it to be eloquent? Mr. Muller has not tried to define it. The
definition, however, has to be attempted if literary criticism is to
exist. Yet, if we attempt to define it, can we be sure that Mr. Muller
will not reproach us for dealing only with external matters—only
with “technique, mechanism,” and ‘“outward show’?

The dualism of form and content thus puts a stop to criticism by
compelling us to locate the poetry in the truth of the statement
made by the poem or contained in the poem (actually, a paraphrase
of the poem, not the poem itself); or, to locate the poetry in the
“form” conceived as a kind of container, a sort of beautified en-
velope. As a corollary, the role of imagery becomes divided between
a logical function and a decorative: to use Dr. Johnson’s terms, be-
tween “illustration” and “decoration.”

Both Mr. Stauffer and Mr. Muller, it may be said, are engaged in
defending Augustan and Romantic and Victorian poetry against
what they regard as the overweening claims of a particular standard.
Their protests take the form of a plea for tolerance in the applica-
tion of a particular set of criteria or of an attack on the generality
claimed for that particular set of criteria. They do not argue the
impossibility of applying generally any one set of criteria.

Yet it is this last argument which provides the most logical and
thoroughgoing defense of the integrity of the various “poetries” of
the past. And it is this argument for which the conventional pattern
of English studies of the past fifty years has prepared us. The posi-
tion taken is this: that one simply may not apply to Romantic
poetry any standards except those of Romantic poetry itself, or, to
Augustan poetry, any save those sanctioned by the Augustans. Each
period is thus carefully sealed off from possible intrusion from the
outside. The appeal from absolute standards of any kind to a com-
plete relativism in criticism is bold but:self-consistent. It rationalizes
the procedure of our great graduate schools; and it challenges the
critical position assumed in this book, forthrightly and directly, by
denying the basic assumptions upon which that position is based.

The claims of such a critical relativism have been argued most
ably and plausibly by Mr. F. A. Pottle in his recent Idiom of Poetry.
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There is so much in the book with which one must agree, the line of
inquiry is so intelligent, that it seems a little ungracious to press
disagreements. And yet, it is precisely because the book represents
the most acute and logically consistent statement of what is usually
a muddled and self-contradictory view, that a positive and detailed
answer is demanded.

“The basic fallacy in nearly all recorded criticism,” Mr. Pottle
remarks, “is that it assumes a fixed or absolute sensibility or basis of
feeling: a natural, correct basis of feeling that all right men have
had since the beginning of time, or that the critic has arrived at by
special grace. The view I am propounding is that an absolute basis
of feeling has no more existence than an absolute frame of space.
All original criticism is subjective, being a report of the impact of
the work upon the critic’s sensibility; all criticism is relative; and
the question as to a ‘right’ sensibility does not arise.”

The postulates which underlie this position are set forth with ad-
mirable lucidity at the end of Chapter I:

*“1) Poetry always expresses the basis of feeling (or sensibility) of
the age in which it was written.

“2) Critics of the past were as well qualified to apply a subjective
test to poetry as we are. . . .

“3) Poetry is whatever has been called poetry by respectable
judges at any time and in any place. (‘Respectable’ may be thought
to beg the question. I mean to include in the term those critics who
had the esteem of their own age, as well as those whom we admire.)

“4) The poetry of an age never goes wrong. Culture may go
wrong, civilization may go wrong, criticism may go wrong, but
poetry, in the collective sense, cannot go wrong.”

The fact of revolutions of taste, of course, has to be admitted.
Augustan poetry does seem radically different from Romantic
poetry; Romantic, from modern. Taste seems to change, and, ac-
cording to Mr. Pottle, does change. But he rejects the assumption
that taste necessarily improves under these revolutions. There is no
“progress” in good taste. Further, he rejects the assumption that
research and learning in themselves will recover for us all the poets
of the past. He even rejects the assumption, dear to Wordsworth,
that there exists a correct, “permanent” style which can be attained
by the poet who transcends the limitations of his own age.



208 The Well Wrought Um

One is compelled to sympathize with the motives for making the
rejections. Science does progress; it cumulates. But criticism is not
a science in this sense—a judgment in which I heartily concur. We
certainly have no right to have any confidence in our judgments
over earlier judgments merely because ours come later in time.

The “possibility of absolute judgments in those who have
equipped themselves with the necessary education” is less easily
disposed of. The equipment provided by a knowledge of literary
history is obviously of great importance. One must agree when
Mr. Pottle remarks that “It would seem to me obvious that one
cannot fully understand Shakespeare or Milton or Pope without
becoming a good deal of an antiquary.” Yet he goes on to take the
position that “when I am honest with myself, I have to admit that
erudition, though it gives understanding (a very precious thing),
never by itself confers the rapture of intuitive poetic experience.”
Mr. Pottle is himself a distinguished literary historian, and the dis-
avowal which he makes is therefore all the more generous. But one
could wish that it had been made in other terms.

For should not one make a distinction between the kind of un-
derstanding with which literary history usually concerns itself and
the special understanding of poetic structure with which it has
rarely concerned itself but which is vital to real appreciation? And
furthermore, is “rapture” precisely the term with which to describe
real appreciation? Indeed, does not the antithesis between “erudi-
tion” and “rapture” tend to beg the whole question by suggesting
that the critical problem is an essentially irrational one—by placing
the rapture outside the pale of understanding? *

® 1 should not press so hard the antithesis suggested by the terms if I did
not feel that the conception of poetry which it implies was clearly suggested in
other parts of The Idiom of Poetry. For example, Mr. Pottle scems to make the
“poetry” of a poem reside in the “memorable images,” images which, for an
appropriately attuned mind, give “a state of heightened consciousness.” The
passage on page 70 is decisive: “In the ordinary or popular sense of the term,
poetry is language in which expression of the qualities of experience is felt to
predominate greatly over statement concerning its uses. But we must not forget
what we have said about sensibility and shifts of sensibility. The qualities of
experience are neither perceived nor expressed in the same way by different
organizations of sensibility.”

Mr. Pottle, it is true, speaks of “structure.” But the only “structural” purpase
which he recognizes is that performed by “the element of prose” which furnishes
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Mr. Pottle’s disposition of the third possibility, namely, that there
is a correct, “permanent” style which transcends the limitations of
any one age, deserves full quotation. “One may well question,” he
writes,

if the taste of all past ages proves upon examination to be so bad,
how can one be sure that his own is not worse? . . . How does one
derive his notion of this permanently correct way of writing? But
I should reject this explanation on another ground: its lack of
simplicity. It is like the machinery of the epicycles. For what re-
course could be more desperate than that of accusing all the
great authors of the past of bad taste? Is it not simpler and a
great deal more satisfactory to abandon as meaningless the
search for an absolutely good style, and to agree that good taste
in literature is, like good taste in language, the expression of
sensibility in accordance with the accepted usage of the time?
To agree that our original critical judgments are, in the final
analysis, subjective; and that the sensibility or basis of feeling
to which we refer for a measurement is a variable whose char-
acteristics can be recorded historically after they are past, but
whose future changes are unpredictable?

But is the case really so desperate as this last paragraph implies?
To assume absolute standards does not imply that one has to damn
right and left without qualification. I hope that the earlier chapters
of this book will indicate that even to adopt such relatively un-
popular criteria as functional imagery, irony, and complexity of
attitude will still allow one to find many poems in the past which
are worthy of praise.

I am principally concerned here, however, with the argument
that the doctrine of critical relativism provides a simpler theory. Is
it really simpler? Will it not actually involve us in more complexi-
ties than would any doctrine of absolute criteria?

“a background on which the images are projected, or a frame in which they are
shown, or a thread on which they are strung.” That is, if I interpret correaly,
“the element of prose” serves to arrange for display the little nodules of “poetry”
which apparently have no more intimate relation with their framework or with
each other. This, it seems to me, represents another variant of the old form-
content dualism with the “form"” susceptible, in this ase, to rational analysis and
the “content” susceptible only to irrational appredation.
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Suppose that we adopt the theory of critical relativism. We will
then judge Wordsworth, not by the standards of the Age of Pope
nor by those of the Age of Donne. Each period will be considered
sui generis; we will have criticisms, not Criticism. But if this pro-
cedure is proper, why should we not go on to recognize what is also
clearly true: that there are subperiods within the major periods—
that each generation can claim its own standards of criticism? And
what of the not too rare rebel against his period, a Gerard Manley
Hopkins among the Victorians, or a John Milton among the poets
of the Restoration? Do they not have the right to demand judgment
in terms of a special modification of sensibility? In short, does not
the logic of the principle push us on to acceptance of the proposi-
tion that each poet is to be judged in terms of his own individual
sensibility?

I think that the reductio ad absurdum is fair: for the reduction
seems to me inherent in the principle itself. And if one considers
the difficulty to be merely theoretical, let me point out that the
merit claimed for critical relativism is that of simplicity. Undoubt-
edly, we can rough out the limits of our major periods, and agree,
doubtless, on practical limits for their subdivisions; but we shall
have to provide epicycle within epicycle in order to avoid the con-
sequences of our initial assumptions. If, indeed, we are to save
poetry—that is, as an art which can be dealt with meaningfully—
we shall have to make our system tremendously and artificially
complex.

Even so, I doubt that in terms of such a system poetry can survive
as an art. For critical relativism wins its simplicity and objectivity
only at the sacrifice of the whole concept of literature as we have
known it. For what is the sensibility of our age? Is there any one
sensibility? Do we respond to T. S. Eliot, Dashiell Hammett, Mary
Roberts Rinehart, or Tiffany Thayer? The objective answer must
be that some of us respond to one and some to another.®* One may
grant that the absolutist critic assumes an admittedly heavy burden,
the obvious diversity of taste in this age and in other ages; yet, does
the critical relativist in any wise escape such a burden? We know

® If we give any other than a statistical answer, I think that we shall have
already introduced the criteria which allow us to transcend—or rather commit
us to transcending—a mere relativism.
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that there are cultural lags, that one region of the world differs
from another, and that one class of society differs from another, for
that matter. Historical periods (in the sense in which they color and
mold sensibility) run horizontally as well as vertically. And we shall
have just as much right to claim exemptions and special treatment
on the horizontal basis as on the vertical.

A specific example may help to make this point clear. Mr. Pottle
points out that whereas Percival Stockdale in the eighteenth cen-
tury testifies to the fact that he was moved to raptures by the poetry
of Pope, A. E. Housman, in the twentieth, states that he was not so
moved. As a way of accounting for such phenomena, Mr. Pottle
offers the following metaphor: “A radio looks the same when its
dial is set for one wave length as for another. Are we, in fact, very
much like receiving sets, born into the world with our dials locked
to one wave length, or at least with a narrow range which we can
extend very little? I am sure that we are, and that consequently all
our literary judgments are purely relative to our ‘set.” ”

But the metaphor is double edged. If it will account for the di-
versity of opinion between “respectable judges” of different periods,
it will also account for divergencies between the most respectable
and the least respectable in the same period. Mr. Pottle has been
very fair on this point, for in choosing Percival Stockdale as an
instance, he has refused to confine himself to respectable judges.
Stockdale, as he says, was “a ridiculous man and wrote a rather
ridiculous book.” But cannot we extend the application further—
or rather, if we are interested in testing the principles involved, are
we not compelled to extend it further? Can we even stop short of
the young lady who confesses to raptures over her confessions maga-
zine? I agree that we have no right to call Stockdale a liar when he
testifies to his pleasure, but we can hardly call the young lady a liar
either. The fact of the response in neither case is in question. But
on the premises of critical relativism, have we not deprived our-
selves of the right to say that her taste is “desperately bad”’? How
can we prove that her “set” is not merely ‘tuned to a certain wave
length? And on what objective basis can one evaluate wave lengths?
Is it not the very principle of critical relativism that comparison of
wave lengths is invidious?

The differences between “respectable judges” of different periods

H
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may well give us pause, and should induce humility and caution in
the modern critic. In the case of different judgments of the emo-
tional effect of particular words and images, the difference may
point to shifts in language which we must take into account. But I
do not think that the fact of difference forces us into relativism, and
I am convinced that, once we are committed to critical relativism,
there can be no stopping short of a complete relativism in which
critical judgments will disappear altogether.

My concern is not so much with Mr. Pottle as with some of the
consequences of his critical position in an age which has turned so
heavily as ours has toward naturalism and relativism. Mr. Pottle is
no relativist in ethics. He subscribes “without reservation to a
Christian orthodoxy and its attendant moral code” Though
“poetry, in the collective sense, cannot go wrong,” it is possible for
him to say that “civilization may go wrong.” But a hard-bitten and
more consistent relativism will question whether we can say, ob-
jectively and scientifically, that a civilization may go wrong. Cer-
tainly we have many cultural historians today who apply their rela-
tivism in a thoroughgoing fashion, and who would consider Mr.
Pottle’s ethical absolutism an anomaly, an unscientific survival in an
otherwise consistent system. With Mr. Pottle’s religious position, I
own, I am highly sympathetic; but I believe that I can predict that
most proponents of relativism will dismiss it as an inconsistent out-
cropping of absolutism, and will proceed to parcel out literature
among the cultural historians and the sodologists, respectively.® It
is a process already well advanced.

To the thoughtful reader, it will be apparent at this point, if it
has not already been apparent, that Mr. Pottle is not the villain of
this piece; and that something more important than a mere carping
at his book is the issue. The issue is nothing less than the defense of
the Humanities in the hard days that lie ahead.

The Humanities are in their present plight largely because their
teachers have more and more ceased to raise normative questions,
have refrained from evaluation. In their anxiety to avoid meaning-
less “emoting,” in their desire to be objective and “scientific,” the
proponents of the Humanities have tended to give up any claim to

® See, for example, “What to do with the Humanities,” by George A. Lund-
berg, Harper's, June, 1943.
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making a peculiar and special contribution. Yet, if they are to be
merely cultural historians, they must not be surprised if they are
quietly relegated to a comparatively obscure corner of the history
division. If one man'’s taste is really as good as another’s, and they
can pretend to offer nothing more than a neutral and objective
commentary on tastes, they must expect to be treated as sociologists,
though perhaps not as a very important kind of sociologist. I do not
mean, of course, to take the foolish position that the bad position
in which the Humanities find themselves is purely the fault of the
teachers of the Humanities. The Humanities have suffered under a
variety of attacks which stem perhaps from the very nature of our
age and of our civilization. But they have not been better defended,
it seems to me—at least, more effectively defended—because the
teachers of the Humanities have tended to comply with the spirit of
the age rather than to resist it. If the Humanities are to endure,
they must be themselves—and that means, among other things,
frankly accepting the burden of making normative judgments.

But to say merely this much—though I believe that it is of first
importance to say at least this much—would involve a misuse of Mr.
Pottle’s book. The Idiom of Poetry contains some highly relevant
warnings as to the difficulties which confront the critic. The diffi-
culties are real, and it would be foolish to attempt any cavalier
dismissal.

Mr. Pottle is quite right in pointing out that ideas change, cus-
toms change—language changes. In order to understand Shakes-
peare, we simply have to understand what Shakespeare’s words
mean. And the implications of this latter point are immense; for
they go far beyond the mere matter of restoring a few obsolete
meanings. Tied in with language may be a way of apprehending
reality, a philosophy, a whole world-view. And the last person who
can afford to deny the importance of the shadings of language is
the person like myself who attaches great importance to the con-
notations, the feeling tone, the nuances of the poet’s words. The
problem has to be faced, and it is not an easy one.

Yet, though faced with the changing nature of language itself, I
do not think that we are forced into a critical relativism. (If we
identify the “poetry” with certain doctrines or with certain emo-
tional effects which automatically proceed from a certain historical
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conditioning, we are forced into relativism, of course.) I believe,
however, that the problem set by the changes of language from
period to period is not different, in principle at least, from the
problem presented by a poem written, say, in French or German.

One must learn the language, or one must put himself at the
mercy of the translator—with the knowledge that the finer aspects
of poetry elude translation. But men have been faced with the di-
versity of languages for centuries without feeling that universal
standards were meaningless. And their instincts undoubtedly have
been right. It is no accident that the Odyssey and the Divine
Comedy have held a high place for a long time—even though we
are perhaps in better position to see how much the later reader
loses because his grasp of Greek or Italian is not that of a native
speaker, and even though the distortions of translations may pro-
voke a smile as we see just what the poem could mean at one period
or another.

The problem raised by the older English literature does not differ
in principle, I repeat, from the problem raised by literature written
in other languages. In degree, of course, it is less serious—though
the very fact that the older writer is using “English” may make the
modern reader less cautious than he should be.

The truth of the matter is that an increased interest in criticism
will not render literary history superfluous. It will rather beget
more literary history—a new literary history, for any revised concept
of poetry implies a revised history of poetry. I think that it is pos-
sible to foresee what some of the revisions will be, and in Modern
Poetry and the Tradition 1 was rash enough to make some predic-
tions about them. If the discussions of eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century poems in the present book correct some misapprehensions,
that is all to the good. What is relevant to say here is that the same
discussions confirm my view that a new history is desirable and
necessary—that new “facts” emerge that have to be taken into ac-
count, that whole series of problems which have been scanted in
the past show themselves to be important, that certain poets deserve
a higher place than they have been accorded in the past, and some
a lower.

Such a history will, of course, not be final: but it ought to be
more nearly so than the histories that it supersedes. (That it will
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have to face the charge that it is merely our own interpretation of
past events should be beneficial in so far as this begets a proper
humility in the historians. If the charge can, in truth, be leveled
against any possible history stemming from our times, then rela-
tivism will have forced us to give up, not only literature, but history
as well. We shall have to content ourselves with literary chronicles,
masses of uninterpreted facts, mere bibliographies.)

Moreover, the new history of literature should be more truly a
history of literature: that is, it should be better able to deal with
literary structures and modes more closely than have the literary
histories of the past. How rich and valuable such history can be is
well illustrated by Mr. Arthur Mizener's “Some Notes on the Na-
ture of English Poetry,” to which I have made reference in an
earlier chapter. Yet, in citing his essay as an instance of the sort of
literary history which becomes possible to us as a result of a more
critical approach to literature, I do Mr. Mizener an injustice per-
haps by appearing to endow his essay with a pretentiousness to
which the essay itself makes no claim. The essay actually is a study
in the variation of one metaphor, the sun metaphor, through some
two centuries of English poetry. About the theory of metaphor im-
plied, I myself have some reservations; but the study is brilliant.
And it does demonstrate the new “facts” which a more careful
reading of even familiar poems presents to the literary historian,
and the importance of those facts in accounting for the practice of
the poets themselves.

I have stated that the attack on the general critical position main-
tained in this book has come primarily from “Romantic” sources—
from critics whose opposition is based on an anxiety to protect the
diversity of the various periods from an appeal to some universal
aiterion, or from critics whose opposition founds itself on a desire
to protect “simple,” “spontaneous,” “directly eloquent” poetry from
what they feel is an overweening tendency to intellectualize it.

But an attack can be made from another quarter, and though the
answers I would make to it have been suggested earlier, particularly
with regard to the critical position of Mr. Yvor Winters, the matter
calls for a little more detailed reply. The general position to be
considered is what may be called a kind of “neoclassic” position. It
makes much of formal considerations in something of the old neo-
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dassic sense of “formal.” It stresses meter and decorum; and, in the
person of Mr. Winters at least, it frankly stresses the moral.

Mr. Winters, it is true, has insisted that in calling the act of the
poet “an act of moral judgment,” he means something more than
“an act of classification”—means indeed “a full and definitive ac-
count of a human experience.” Now any human act is, of course, a
moral act; and any act of judgment, including that of aesthetic judg-
ment, has a moral aspect. But surely Winters expands morality too
much by making it include all value judgments. He obscures dis-
tinctions that are important and ought to be maintained. The
dassic difficulty involved in lumping aesthetic judgments in with
moral judgments is, of course, that one thus ties aesthetic values to
a moral system: poetry tends to become the handmaid of religion or
philosophy, whether Christian, Marxist, or some other.

This difficulty Winters tries to avoid by allowing a good deal of
play in the approximation of the moral judgment made by the
poem to the moral system held by the reader. As he puts it, “if the
final act of adjustment is a unique act of judgment, can we say that
it is more or less right, provided it is demonstrably within the gen-
eral limits prescribed by the theory of morality which has led to it?
. . . We can say that it is more or less nearly right.” This is a com-
mon-sense solution that may seem satisfactory enough. The diffi-
culty with it is that it is so loose and “common-sense” that in the
hands of a aochety and dogmatic critic, any poem is liable to
damnation on the score of the moral judgments which it makes, or
which it is held it ought to make and does not. The Waste Land is
a good case in point: for Mr. Winters, the poem does not judge
modern civilization; it yields to it, and thus merely exhibits the
confusion of modern civilization. Mr. Winters would actually ren-
der his criticism more responsible if he would either bring forward
his system of morals overtly and explicitly or else would distinguish
between moral judgments and aesthetic judgments.

But the far more important limitation of Mr. Winters’ theory,
his bias in favor of “rational meaning” and his assertion of the
primacy of the concept, have already been touched on in Chapter
XI. By ascribing priority to the concept and making it the “motive
to emotion,” Winters does not merely violate the natural history of
language: he distorts the actual way in which poems *“work.”
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For example, Mr. Winters writes in his Anatomy of Nonsense:

It is the concept of fire which generates the feelings commu-
nicated by the word, though the sound of the word may modify
these feelings very subtly, as may other accidental qualities,
especially if the word be used skillfully in a given context. The
accidental qualities of a word, however, such as its literary his-
tory, for example, can only modify, cannot essentially change,
for these will be governed ultimately by the concept; that is,
fire will seldom be used to signify plum-blossom, and so will
have few opportunities to gather connotations from the con-
cept, plum-blossom. The relationship, in the poem, between
rational statement and feeling, is thus seen to be that of motive
to emotion.

The passage is quite important, for Winters is saying much more
than merely this: that however rich the manifold of meanings and
submeanings contained in a word, still there is a practical limit
somewhere to the range of meanings; fire will seldom be used to
signify plum-blossom. If Winters were merely saying this, one would
be disposed to agree with him at once. But Winters is actually doing
something more. He is (1) managing to introduce a dualism of de-
notation and connotation and (2) he is assigning priority to the
denotation: the “accidental qualities of a word” will be “governed
ultimately by the concept.” The dualism introduced is essentially
that between intellect and emotion; the priority assigned, that as-
signed to ‘“rational statement.”

Winters himself has seen that the relationship is not so simple as
he would imply. As he says “the sound of the word may modify
these feelings very subtly, as may other accidental qualities, espe-
cially if the word be used skillfully in a given context [emphasis
mine).” Precisely! In the poems with which we have been concerned
the words are used skillfully and the given context is of immense
importance. Under such conditions, not only the “the feelings com-
municated by the word” are modified, but as we have seen, the
meaning of the complex of words (from which the “rational” mean-
ing is abstracted) may be modified too.

The whole point is of importance and much more than a mere
quibble is involved, for we have in the paragraph which we have
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been discussing the foundation for Winters’ subsequent statement
that “Any rational statement will govern the general possibilities of
feeling derivable from it,” and the foundation for his description of
the critical process which he says consists

(1) of the statement of such historical or biographical knowl-
edge as may be necessary in order to understand the mind and
method of the writer; (2) of such analysis of his literary theories
as we may need to understand and evaluate what he is doing;
(3) of a rational critique of the paraphrasable content (roughly,
the motive) of the poem; (4) of a rational critique of the feeling
motivated—that is, of the details of style, as seen in language
and technique; and (5) of the final act of judgment, a unique
act, the general nature of which can be indicated, but which
cannot be communicated precisely, since it consists in receiving
from the poet his own final and unique judgment of his matter
and in judging that judgment.

The crucial matter concerns, of course, the “paraphrasable con-
tent.” What is the relation of this content to the rest of the poem?
Most of all, who makes this paraphrase and in what terms; that is,
what does he take into account in making the paraphrase? How
accurate, how exact, can the paraphrase be and with what approxi-
mation to accuracy will the critic be satisfied? One can paraphrase
the statement made by Macbeth as “Murder will out.” The state-
ment is true in so far as it goes; but it leaves out nearly everything
of importance that the play “says.” There will be few who will rest
in so simplified a paraphrase; but there will be many who will be
content with a paraphrase which is only less abstract and sketchy.

Will not the serious critic actually have to go through stages (4)
and (5) before he is sure that his paraphrase is sufficiently accurate,
and, in that case, what is the value of step (3) except as a tentative
and provisional one?

One must sympathize with Mr. Winters’ attack on mere impres-
sionism in criticism, which, as Mr. Winters points out, ultimately
leads to relativism and the abandonment of universal standards.
One applauds too his attack on the fuzzier kinds of romanticism.
But the alternative which Mr. Winters offers has all the limitations
of neoclassical critical theory. “A great critic,” he writes, “is the
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rarest of all literary geniuses: perhaps the only critic in English who
deserves the epithet is Samuel Johnson.” The statement is pat and
to the point. It defines at least the bias of Mr. Winters himself—
toward an essential dualism between intellect and emotion, toward
a preoccupation with “rational meaning,” and toward an overt
moral. Mr. Winters' criticism, like that of Johnson, has its admir-
able qualities; but like Johnson's, though it can be extremely useful
as a tool for exploration, it is hardly a criticism to rest in.

To detect a tendency toward such a neoclassicism in the criticism
of John Crowe Ransom may seem merely perverse. If his criticism
is to be regarded as “neoclassicist” at all, it is certainly a very spe-
cial variant. Yet there is some justification for comparing it with
Winters'. Whereas Winters insists on a rather rigorous and rational
structure in a poem, the variant of which I speak insists on a rather
tight and systematic structure of the images in a poem. It tends to
find its clearest examples of such admirable rigor in metaphysical
poetry, and the finest metaphysical poems, among the masterpieces
of Donne. I certainly have little predisposition to quarrel with this
account: the imagery of a good poem must be “functional”—it can-
not afford to be merely decorative. And, again, I yield to few in my
admiration for the triumphs of Donne. (Indeed, any reservations at
all on this point may seem to come with poor grace from a critic
who is frequently charged with attem ting to push out of the boat
any poem which does not possess the special character of Donne’s
poetry.)

But some reservations are in order, I believe—if not with regard
to the praise accorded Donne, at least with regard to the terms on
which the praise is accorded. Mr. Ransom, in his essay “Shakespeare
at Sonnets,” finds Donne a better lyric poet than Shakespeare be-
cause Donne’s images “work out” and Shakespeare’s frequently do
not. I heartily agree with him that the poet’s metaphors must “work
out.” So much the worse for Shakespeare when and if his do not.
But I am inclined to feel that Ransom demands that all images
work out as Donne’s more “logical” images work out; and that, in
my opinion, is to elevate one admirable poetic strategy into the
whole art. There are ways and ways to gain the “objectivity” and
the “realism” which, for Ransom, are the glory of Donne, and which
Shakespeare, in his opinion, so often fails to obtain. Ransom’s gen-
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eral reprehension of Shakespeare involves his shifting from figure
to figure, his mixtures of metaphor, his failure to present “a figure
systematically.”

What is of more importance, however, is Ransom’s tendency to
praise—unless I misread him—Donne’s logical rigor, not for its func-
tion in the development of the tone, but as an end in itself. The
point is aucial, for it has everything to do with the essential func-
tion of metaphor. Does a poem find its unity in a rational or logical
unity? Or does it find its unity in a unity of tone? Or, to transpose
the question: Does the poem find its “truth” in a scientific or philo-
sophical truth? Or does it find its truth in a dramatic truth? Does
the poem achieve coherence in a system of propositions logically
related to each other? Or does it find its coherence in a complex of
attitudes dramatically related to each other?

Donne’s display of “logic” is frequently so brilliant that we may
be tempted to say that it functions in the poems “logically.” But an
inspection of any one of his poems indicates what the “logic” is
actually being used for. The logic of “The Canonization,” for ex-
ample, will hardly satisfy the friend to whom it is addressed and
who has (in the implied dramatic situation) been trying to persuade
the Jover to give up his love. The poem in which the logic is con-
tained may well convince the friend that the lover is committed and
determined, that he is not callow, that he is making his choice with
open eyes. It will hardly convince him logically that the lover is a
saint or that he is a phoenix or that he is winning a better world by
giving up this world.

The real structure of “The Canonization” transcends the logical
framework of its images. Moreover, it involves mixed metaphor and
rapidly shifted figures. It achieves a unity, to be sure; but the unity
which it achieves is an imaginative unity. It is not a logical unity
unless we beg the whole question by adding “logic of its own
nature.” That, to be sure, it has; but so have most of the poems of
Shakespeare.

Mr. Ransom concludes his discussion of Shakespeare with an ex-
amination of the famous “Tomorrow and tomorrow” speech from
Macbeth. It is curious to compare his specific criticisms with those
implied by Davenant’s rewriting of the passage. Both boggle at syl-
lable as a fit object for the tomorrows to creep to, and at “dusty”
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as a fit adjective to apply to “death.” “The connections between
part and part in this speech,” Mr. Ransom writes, “‘are psychologi-
cal, and looser than logical, though psychological will always include
logical, and indeed act as their matrix. And the point is that mere
psychological connections are very good for dramatic but not for
metaphysical effects. Dramatically, this speech may be both natural
and powerful; so 1 am told. Metaphysically, it is nothing.”

In this connection, one ought to add Ransom’s comments on the
following lines from Antony and Cleopatra:

Now I must
To the young man send humble treaties, dodge
And palter in the shifts of lowness. .

“Antony,” writes Mr. Ransom, “is a figurative man, and full of
feelings. The sending of humble treaties is not enough to express
them, therefore he elects to dodge, and also to palter, and he will be
in shifts of—of what? Lowness will do. And this vigorous jumping
from one thing to another registers Antony very well, and may
claim its theoretical justification under dramatic method. But in the
coherent poetry of Donne and the metaphysicals there is nothing
like it; no more than there is anything there like the peculiar jump-
iness and straining of a modern such as, let us say, Mr. Joseph Aus-
lander.”

Now what concerns me especially is the distinction drawn here
between “dramatic” and “metaphysical” effects and the nature of
the coherence to be found in the metaphysical poets. As Mr. Ran-
som has pointed out, the “psychological will always include logical
[connections], and indeed act as their matrix.” I question whether the
parts of any poem ever attain any tighter connections than the
“psychological” or that the coherence, even of the metaphysical
poets, is not ultimately a coherence of attitude. To ask more than
this, I believe, is to ask that poetry be something that it does not
pretend to be: philosophy. The Macbeth speech as metaphysics—
using the term with a philosophical reference—may be nothing; but
so is any Donne lyric, nothing. (I am not leaving out of account the
possibility that one might have a piece of good metaphysics which
happened to be at the same time good poetry, and I am willing to
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agree with W. M. Urban ® that there is a sense in which all poetry
is “covert metaphysics”; but, as he points out, science and religion
as well as poetry are also “covert metaphysics.” In any case, I am
convinced that we do not find in Donne a poetry which eschews the
“vigorous jumping from one thing to another” which Mr. Ransom
finds so characteristic of Shakespeare’s dramatic poetry.)

Consider “The Canonization” once more. The “jumping from
one thing to another” occurs, not merely as the speaker satirizes the
things to which his friends may compare him—to a fly, to a taper,
to an eagle. It characterizes all the rest of the poem. To take one
instance, the lovers build a kind of pretty rooms in sonnets, but the
rooms are really tombs, and the rooms can be built (and, as tombs,
become sacred) because the lovers have made of each other a hermi-
tage.

Or, suppose we consider the “Valediction: forbidding mourning”
with its celebrated compass comparison. How are the figures related
here? Mr. Ransom comments on the succession of figures in the
“Tomorrow” speech, thus: “But speaking now of lights, out with
this one, a mere candle! Lights also imply shadows, and suggest that
life is a walking shadow. Then the lights lead to the torches of the
theatre, and the walking shadow becomes a strutting player, who
after an hour will be heard no more. Finally, since one thing leads
to another, we may as well make life into the thing the player says,
the story, whose sound and fury have no meaning.”

But are the connections between figures in the “Valediction” any
more logical? The speaker says to his loved one: Since our parting
is a death, let us die quietly as the virtuous man can afford to do.
But dying as a dissolution is a kind of melting; and melting suggests
tears; tears, floods and storms. Then the speaker thinks of another
reason for them to make no outcry: they are priests of love and to
let the common people know will be a kind of profanation: the
value of their love constrains silence. This suggests a parallel be-
tween the noisy movement of the little earth when it quakes and
the silence of the movement of the much greater spheres. The refer-
ence to the spheres brings to mind “sublunary” and we have a
contrast between sublunary lovers and “heavenly” lovers, the ele-

¢ See p. 233 below.
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ments of whose love is so different. But a consideration of the
elements of which a thing is composed suggests “refinement,” and
then the contrast is made between a love that is like refined gold
and that which is like a base metal. In addition to the superior
value which men attach to gold, gold is the most ductile of metals.
Gold can be stretched a long way as the love of the two lovers is
going to be stretched and it can be beaten to airy thinness. (The
poet, however, does not utilize this aspect of the matter in develop-
ing the analogy.) The idea of something which can stretch over a
long distance, and yet not break, and therefore remain the same
thing, causes the speaker to think of a pair of compasses—another
one thing which seems two things though it is really one: one part
travels while the other remains in the same spot.

I should not deny that Donne’s figures—the last figures in partic-
ular—have a fuller development than Shakespeare’s, and that the
expanded figures, because of that expansion, possess an internal
consistency. Furthermore, I should not deny that they have a sort of
logic; but the links between the figures are associational ultimately,
just as much as are the links which connect the Shakesperean figures.
Most important of all, the coherency of Donne’s poem, on the level
of strict logic, is ragged and spotty as any analogical argument must
be, and all poetry is committed, for better or worse, to that kind of
argument. The essence of poetry is metaphor, and metaphor is
finally analogical rather than logical. The presence or absence of
strict logic, therefore, has no direct relation to the kind of coher-
ency to which good poetry aspires, and without which it cannot be
“Md."

Mr. Arthur Mizener defends Shakespeare’s kind of poetry, and
makes some very helpful distinctions between it and the kind of
poetry which Donne writes. Shakespeare’s poetry, according to
Mizener, is characterized by a

soft focus; a metaphysical poem is in perfect focus, perhaps
more than perfect focus (like those paintings in which every
detail is drawn with microscopic perfection). In a good meta-
physical poem each figurative detail may be examined in isola-
tion and the poem as a whole presents itself to us as a neatly
integrated hierarchy of such details. Mr. Ransom suggests that
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the metaphysical poet shows a special kind of courage in com-
mitting his feelings in this way “to their determination within
the elected figure”; probably no one will question this claim, or
the implication that the special intensity of good metaphysical
poetry derives from this self-imposed restriction. But the meta-
physical poet shows also a special kind of perversity. He
achieves a logical form at the expense of richness and verisi-
militude; for the more ingeniously he elaborates his elected
figure, the more apparent will it be that it is either distorting
or excluding the nonlogical aspects of his awareness of the
subject.

In so far as Mr. Mizener is about the valuable and necessary busi-
ness of making distinctions between kinds of poetry by emphasizing
(and, in a few places, overemphasizing) the special strategies avail-
able to different poets, one must applaud. The characteristic strat-
egy of Donne is not that of Shakespeare just as it is not that of
Marvell or Herrick. Yet, the usefulness of such distinctions involves
really a matter of levels. If we push some of the distinctions too far,
or if we fail to supply certain qualifications, we end up, not with
kinds of poetry, but with separate poetries, and thus with critical
relativism,

Mr. Mizener is not a critical relativist, and it is no part of my
intention to suggest that he is. But in a study such as this which
attempts to find common structural principles in the diverse poems
treated, it is necemary to take into account the ultimate validity of
the distinctions which he has set up; and all the more necmuary in
view of some of his later remarks on the difference between the
poctry of Donne and Yeats.

Between Donne and Yeats there are important differences, to be
sure. I myself have perhaps muddied the waters in an earlier book
by writing so as to imply to the unwary reader that there are none
—that Yeats in his later poetry has adopted and practiced the “syl-
logistic” strategies of Donne. If so, Mizener’s remarks on Yeats con-
stitute, among other things, a proper corrective. But, read apart
from this context and divorced from this purpose, there is danger
that Mizener's treatment of Yeats may seem guilty of the same limi-
tations with which he charges Ransom in Ransom’s account of
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Shakespeare: that is, Mizener, failing to find in Yeats the “system-
atization” of images such as he finds in Donne, convicts him of
writing a “soft” poetry, a “romantic” poetry, which takes refuge
from the problems set by a rigorous structural pattern in the use of
a kind of “overlap dissolve.” Yeats's poetry, indeed, in Mizener's
opinion, great in many respects as it is, remains to the end a “ro-
mantic” poetry—"full of enthusiastic and crotchety extremes which
are forever on the verge of destroying its coherence of statement or
its unity of style. It knows neither decorum of idea . . . nor de-
corum of vocabulary.” This is in many respects an admirable ac-
count of the style of Yeats’s later poetry; and yet it is amusing to
reflect that, to the man of the eighteenth or nineteenth century, this
account would have seemed like an apt description of Donne’s style
which, for such readers, certainly seemed full of “enthusiastic and
crotchety extremes” and which also appeared to regard “neither
decorum of idea . . . nor decorum of vocabulary.”

The point is not, of course, that Yeats and Donne are “just
alike’: the differences exist. But it is of very great importance to
see on what levels they exist. Most of all, it is important that in dis-
criminating between them we do not make the mistake of equating
the “coherence of statement” and “unity of style” which a good
poem must attain with “decorum of idea,” and “decorum of vocabu-
lary,” whether we take our conception of the decorous from Donne
or Pope or Keats.

“Decorum of idea” and “decorum of vocabulary”—but what de-
termines the decorum? Decorum ultimately there must be; but I
am not sure that we can afford to accept any decorum finally (in
terms of which we shall judge the goodness of a poem) except that
ultimate decorum of the realized poem itself. Moreover, I think that
this must always be applied on the level of tone; that is, we must
ask whether or not the devices in question—be they sequence of
ideas, development of metaphors, selection of words—function to
develop a coherent and powerful structure of attitudes. If they do
this, then they accord with, and are justified by, the only “decorum”
that finally matters.



APPENDIX TWO

The Problem of Belief and the Problem of Cognition

The position developed in earlier pages obviously seeks to take the
poem out of competition with scientific, historical, and philosoph-
ical propositions. The poem, it has been argued, does not properly
eventuate in a proposition: we can only abstract statements from
the poem, and in the process of abstraction we necessarily distort
the poem itself.

But there are several possible misapprehensions which one ought
to guard against. In the first place, the theory proposed does not
divorce the poem from the realm of meanings and evaluations. A
person for whom the word “idiot” carried the connotations of, say,
*“wood-nymph” would have great difficulty with Macbeth’s speech in
which he says “Life is a tale/Told by an idiot” just as a person who
regarded murder as generally delightful would have difficulty with
the play as a whole. We have to ask the reader to become ac-
quainted with the poet’s language (using the term in its broadest
sense). But it is important to note what the reader is not asked to
do. He is not asked to give up his own meanings or beliefs or to
adopt permanently those of the poet. It will be sufficient if he will
understand the unit meanings with which the poet begins—that is,
that he understands the meahings of the words which the poet uses
—and if he will so far suppress his convictions or prejudices as to
see how the unit meanings or partial meanings are built into a total
oontext.

I take it that this is what I. A, Richards means (or ought to mean)
in the passage in his Practical Criticism where he says: “ . . . the

226
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question of belief or disbelief, in the intellectual sense, never arises
when we are reading well. If unfortunately it does arise, either
through the poet’s fault or our own, we have for the moment ceased
to be reading and have become astronomers, or theologians, or
moralists, persons engaged in quite a different type of activity.” The
point is not that when we read a poem we put to sleep all our
various interests as human beings—the reason evidently for Rich-
ards’ demurring at Coleridge’s metaphor of a “willing suspension of
disbelief.” The point would be that in “reading well” we are will-
ing to allow our various interests as human beings to become subor-
dinate to the total experience.

T. S. Eliot’s testimony to his difficulty with Shelley’s beliefs in
reading Shelley’s poetry can be rephrased in these terms. Certain
statements, explicit or implied, because they are not properly assimi-
lated to a total context, wrench themselves free from the context,
and demand to be judged on ethical or religious grounds. The
fault may, of course, lie either with the poet or the reader: the poet
may fail by not dramatizing the statement; the reader may fail by
ignoring the context and considering the statement out of context.

A second misapprehension may be mentioned again here though
it has been discussed in some detail in earlier pages. Because the
poet uses the language of a particular time (and with the language,
the ideology and the valuations of a particular time), we may easily
come to feel that only in so far as we agree with the ideology and
valuations of that time can we accept his poem. But this again is to
misconceive the functions of the various elements in a. poem. We do
need to understand the language of the poem including the ideas
and the allusions. We may need to have impressed upon us, for
example, if we are to understand Antigone, the nature and impor-
tance of the Greek burial rites. But our understanding of the play,
though it may depend upon our knowing what is at stake for the
characters, does not depend upon our accepting the importance of
such burial rites for ourselves. In short, if we see that any item in a
poem is to be judged only in terms of its relation to the total effect
of the poem, we shall readily grant the importance for criticism of
the work of the linguist and the literary historian, but we shall deny
the heresy which reduces literature to cultural history and thus be-
gets a critical relativism.
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But if the individual parts of a poem may not be judged in isola-
tion from the whole, and if the meaning of the whole can only be
“‘abstracted” in a thinned-out paraphrase, how are we, then, to test
the “goodness” or “soundness” or “significance” of the “total mean-
ing” of the poem? An answer has already been suggested, but the
matter can bear, and perhaps demands, further elaboration.

It is interesting to reconsider T. S. Eliot’s proposed test in the
light of the preceding paragraph. He is willing to accept in a poem
any possible world view provided that he feels that it is a world
view which is “coherent,” “mature,” and “founded on the facts of
experience.” But in choosing such terms he indicates that he is test-
ing the philosophical “truth” of the poem, not by the philosophical
statement which the poem makes as a naked proposition but rather
by considering whether the proposition implied is one that might
be conceivably made by a tough-minded observer who had thought
and felt seriously about experience. Eliot very properly avoids the
pitfall involved in measuring the “statement of the poem” directly
against some proposed philosophical yardstick. (Good poetry is by
this test automatically limited to that poetry which happens to em-
body the philosophical doctrines of the reader.) But would not
Eliot make his case stronger still by frankly developing the princi-
ple of dramatic propriety suggested by his statement and by refrain-
ing from attempting to extract any proposition from the poem at
all? Could he not keep his test within the terms of the characteristic
organization of the poem with some such account of affairs as this:
He will regard as acceptable any poem whose unifying attitude is
is one which really achieves unity (“coherence”), but which unifies,
not by ignoring but by taking into account the complexities and
apparent contradictions of the situation concerned (“mature” and
“founded on the facts of experience”)? The advantages of such an
account would be these: first, he would be dealing with the atti-
tudes developed in the poem rather than with abstract propositions
which he would have to interpret as implied by the attitudes; sec-
ond, he would not be forced to go outside the poem ® to find some

® We are, of course, always forced to go outside the poem for the unit mean-
ings on which the poem is founded—see p. 213. No theory of poetry can make
poetry autonomous in the sense that it denies that every poem is rooted in
language and in the language of a particular time.;We stari cntside .he poem.
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criterion external to it, but would be able to find a criterion in the
organization of the poem itself by assessing the relative complexity
of the unifying attitude—the power of the tensions involved in it,
the scope of the reconciliation which it is able to make, etc. To il-
lustrate from the particular poet whom Eliot instances: under the
proposed scheme one would condemn Shelley’s “Indian Serenade”
as sentimental rather than as silly in the propositions about love
which it implies. (The translation of attitudes into propositions is
unnecessary; moreover, it is dangerous since it invites confusion
about the way in which poems make statements.)

Having in mind the scheme proposed, one could say that a poem
does not state ideas but rather tests ideas. Or, to put the matter in
other terms, a poem does not deal primarily with ideas and events
but rather with the way in which a human being may come to
terms with ideas and events. All poems, therefore, including the
most objective poems, turn out on careful inspection to be pocms
really “about” man himself. A poem, then, to sum up, is to be
judged, not by the truth or falsity as such, of the idea which it in-
corporates, but rather by its character as drama—by its coherence,
sensitivity, depth, richness, and tough-mindedness.

In Modem Poetry and the Tradition 1 suggested that Richards’
distinction between “poetry of exclusion” and “poetry of inclusion”
might be developed into a kind of scale for determining the value
of poetry. Low in the scale one would find a rather simple poetry
in which the associations of the various elements that go to make
up the poem are similar in tone and therefore can be unified under
one rather simple attitude—poems of simple affection, positive,
“external” satires, etc. Higher in the scale, one would find poems
But there is another sense in which it may be beld that we are forced to go
outside the poem: in determining the power of the tensions gruerated, the fact
of the reconciliations achieved, etc., the reader will have to have recourse to his
own experience, and on ocasion different readers may disagree. What will ap-
pear sentimental to one reader may appear, to another, to be a legitimate recon-
ciliation. Again, no theory of critidsm can do away with the subjective element
(though the consequenas of this ineradicable subjectivity are easily exaggerated).
Yet, it seems to me that there is a real gain in attempting to judge a poem in
terms of its characteristic structure, a dramatic structure, rather than in attempt-

ing to abstract propasitions from the poem and to measure these by anons of
scientific or philasophic truth.
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in which the variety and clash among the elements to be compre-
hended under a total attitude are sharper. In tragedy, where the
clash is at its sharpest—where the tension between attraction and
repulsion is most powerful—one would probably find the highest
point in the scale. So much for the positive side; but there is a nega-
tive side too, where one would place those poems which failed to
secure unity at all—or achieved only a specious reconciliation of
attitudes—the sentimental poem.

It cannot be claimed for such a test that it eliminates the subjec-
tive element in judgment. It does not, of course, and no meaningful
criterion of poetry can ultimately eliminate the subjective. But the
test proposed is by no means an impressionistic test, either. Indeed,
we shall probably be able to use this test of complexity of attitude
to set up what is essentially the same hierarchy of poems which we
tend to accept on the basis of other tests. But the advantages of this
particular criterion are two-fold: (1) we shall be able to set up our
hierarchy in terms of the organizations of the poems themselves—
not by having to appeal to some outside scale of values; (2) we shall,
if this mode of evaluation rests upon what is really a more accurate
account of the structure of poetry, be able to correct and improve
the presently accepted hierarchy of poems.

That such a criterion is the normal development of the critical
methods displayed in earlier pages of this book is probably obvious.
One perhaps does not need to point out that the importance as-
signed to the resolution of apparently antithetical attitudes ac-
counts for the emphasis in earlier pages on (1) wit, as an awareness
of the multiplicity of possible attitudes to be taken toward a given
situation; on (2) paradox, as a device for contrasting the conven-
tional views of a situation, or the limited and special view of it such
as those taken in practical and scientific discourse, with a more in-
clusive view; and on (8) irony, as a device for definition of attitudes
by qualification. Moreover, the insistence on the element of conflict
between attitudes will also throw more light upon Coleridge’s ac-
count of the imagination * as the synthesizing faculty of the mind,

® It “reveals itself in the balance or reconcilement of opposite or discordant
qualities: of sameness, with difference; of the general, with the concrete; the idea,
with the image; the individual, with the representative; the sense of novelty and
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and will emphasize further the sense in which poetry is essentially
dramatic.

But if one makes so high a claim for poetry as a mental activity,
it is possible that the reader will feel inclined to reinstate once
more the old question: Why may we not, then, generalize on the
basis of the attitudes adopted in the great and more important
poems and thus get a world view which will provide a set of basic
values? Cannot we catalogue and categorize the wisdom included
in the great poetry in this fashion, and thus make poetry yield a
directive wisdom, after all? We may, of course, if we like. But it
needs to be pointed out that we are moving out of the realm of
literary criticism if we do this. The real point is that, though any
wise philosophy will probably take the greatest poetry into account,
still this is a problem for philusophy or religion, and not for art.
It is sufficient if we can show that poetry, though it does not com-
pete with science and philosophy, yet involves a coming to terms
with situations, and thus involves wisdom, though poetry as such
indulges in no ethical generalizations.

It should be pointed out, however, how the position taken here
differs from that taken by Richards; for, if we are not to judge
poems by their truth as statements, it may seem that we are denying
that they are in any sense cognitive. Richards’ claims for poetry as
the activity that would “save us” involved the hope that by disd-
pline gained from reading the great poems—a discipline in coming
to terms with the world in relation to ourselves—we would be able
to come to terms with any situation by which we were confronted.
Thus, Richards would have us appeal, not to a body of dogma, but
rather to a discipline and habit within ourselves which would
prompt the proper attitude toward any set of events. Now, it is
true that the kind of development of insight and self-criticism to be
found in great poetry resembles that to be found elsewhere. But
Richards puts a burden on poetry as an activity which poetry does
not need to assume and which it probably cannot assume. I think
that there are grounds for concluding that Richards’ most recent
position assigns to poetry a more modest place. Actually, whether

freshness, with old and familiar objects; a more than usual state of emotion,
with more than usual order. . . .”
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or not Richards has reinstated metaphysics, he has evidently in his
present position reinstated philosophy.*

Urban, in his Language and Reality, has made a full-scale attack
on the account of language given by nominalistic positivism—an
account which would parcel out the functions of language between
the “referential” (scientific) and the “emotive” (poetic). Language,
he maintains, has also a *“representational” (intuitive or symbolic)
function, a function necessary along with the others if language is
to convey meaning at all. Poetry is not merely emotive, therefore,
but cognitive. It gives us truth, and characteristically gives its truth
through its metaphors (though not through metaphor conceived of
as mere illustration or decoration). “All poetic symbols,” he writes,
“are . . . metaphors and arise out of metaphor. But a symbol is more
than a metaphor. The metaphor becomes a symbol when by means
of it we embody an ideal content not otherwise expressible . . . we
use metaphor to illustrate ideas or assertions which are expressible
wholly in abstract or non-figurative terms. The metaphor is a sym-
bol when it alone expresses or embodies our ideal meaning.” (The
distinction between “metaphor as symbol’—I have employed the
term “functional metaphor”—and metaphor conceived of as mere
illustration is, as I have tried to point out, crucial.)

Grounding poetry on “functional metaphor” as he does, Urban is
able to combat those theories which conceive of poetry as *“com-
municating” a “content” external to the poem, and which thus split
the poem between its “form” and its “content.” “The general prin-
ciple of the inseparability of intuition and expression,” Urban in-
sists, “holds with special force for the aesthetic intuition. Here it
means that form and content, or content and medium, are insep-
arable.”

A poem, then, for Urban, is strictly untranslatable: what it “says”
can be rendered only by the poem itself; but Urban is emphatic in
maintaining that it does say something—that the poetic symbol
gives cognition. (His position is so close to that which I have argued
in earlier pages that it is worth devoting some space to his solution
of the problem involved.)

© See p. 237 below.



The Problem of Belief and the Problem of Cogmition 233

For a problem is involved, and as Urban confesses, a difficult one
to solve:

We have here one of the most difficult problems in connec-
tion with language and cognition, as indeed in the entire
theory of knowledge. We are apparently faced with a dilemma.
If we are to interpret the “sense” of the symbol we must expand
it, and this must be in terms of literal sentences. If, on the other
hand, we thus expand it we lose the “sense” or value of the
symbol as symbol. The solution of this paradox seems to me to
lie in an theory of interpretation of the symbol. It does not
consist in substituting literal for symbol sentences, in other
words substituting “blunt” truth for symbolic truth, but rather
in deepening and enriching the meaning of the symbol.

To substitute “literal for symbol sentences” is to commit oneself
to the heresy of paraphrase discussed earlier in this book. The ex-
pansion of the symbol had better be, not for the purpose of provid-
ing a nonsymbolic surrogate for the poem, but rather, as Urban
puts it, for the purpose of “deepening and enriching the meaning
of the symbol.” The discussion of the poem is not to be substituted
for the poem: it should return us to the poem.

But Urban’s further statement that “only [by expansion of the
symbol] . . . can its truth or falsity be determined” calls for further
comment; for, in spite of his warning against attempting to substi-
tute “blunt” truth for symbolic truth, it is possible to take Urban’s
position to be another variant of those theories which claim cogni-
tion for poetry only at the price of considering it ultimately as dis-
torted and imperfect philosophy.

Indeed, Susanne Langer in her Philosophy in a New Key taxes
Urban with just this error. I am inclined to agree with her (though
I am not sure that her own general position on the function of liter-
ary meaning is not somewhat reminiscent of the earlier Richards,
and open to some of the same objections). I too feel that Urban is
guilty of some apparent self-contradictions in his discussion of the
problem. But it is possible, in the context of his whole book, to
make out a case for his solution of what he calls the paradox of the
interpretation of the literary symbol.

For Urban, poetry, along with religion and science, is “covert
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metaphysics.” But though all poetry is covert metaphysics, the poem
need not, and ought not, to aspire to become explicit metaphysics.

Poetry says what it means but it does not say all that it
means; in attempting to say this “all” it often ceases to be
poetry. . . . This is evidently a problem which, from the art-
ist’s point of view, can be solved only in ambulando; it is only
his genius and tact which can discover the via media, the way
between the horns of the dilemma. But from the philosopher’s
point of view a more reasoned and intelligible answer may be
given to this question. The transition to metaphysics is in-
evitable, but the poet, as poet, is not the one to make it. He
does well . . : to keep to his own symbolic form. For precisely
in that symbolic form an aspect of reality is given which cannot
be adequately expressed otherwise. It is not true that whatever
is expressed symbolically can be better expressed literally. For
there is no literal expression, but only another kind of symbol.
It is not true that we should seek the blunt truth, for the so-
called blunt truth has a way of becoming an untruth.

Why make the expansion at all, then? In what sense is the “tran-
sition to metaphysics . . . inevitable? If I understand Urban, the
expansion is called for only if we wish to relate the “truths” given
by poetry to the truths given in other realms of discourse—to those
given by science, for instance. If this is the point in question, one
may grant it as an entirely reasonable concession. No critic that I
know of is anxious to maintain that only poetry gives ultimate
truth. If I understand Urban properly, then, the relationship of
poetry to metaphysics is not that of handmaiden to mistress. Meta-
physics criticizes and interprets the symbolic truth of poetry (and of
science and religion); but it does not give us the “blunt truth” or
the “naked truth.” Nor does metaphysics dispense with symbolism;
it has, as Urban emphasizes, its own symbols.

It is the philosopher who is to make the “transition to meta-
physics.” The poet “does well . . . to keep to his own symbolic form.”
Thus, though he insists—in opposition to the nominalistic positivists
—that poetry is revelatory, Urban refuses to set the poet the task of
revealing some extrapoetic truth: poetry is not merely the vehicle
of a content which it is to “express.” The test of “good poetry” is
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evidently that of “‘authentication”: ‘““We constantly speak of ‘good’
symbols and, what is even more to the point here, of ‘authentic’
symbols. By such expressions we always mean that the symbol ex-
presses adequately for our type of consciousness that which could
not be fully expressed in ‘literal’ sentences.”

I shall argue that this test scems to differ not a great deal from the
test which I proposed on pp. 228-30 above. That test, like Urban’s,
is finally one of “adequacy.” “If,” Urban writes, “intuition and
expression are identical, or at least inseparable, then the only way
to determine being or reality is in those forms in which statements
about it are possible. Even though we think of the truth relation as
one between ‘idea’ and ‘thing,’ such a relation can be determined,
that is verified and confirmed, only when it is expressed. Truth,
then, is always a function of expression, and the relation between an
expression and that which is expressed can only be one of adequacy.”

But the resemblance between the positions can perhaps be made
still clearer by considering a few of Urban’s comments on the func-
tion of poetry and its relation to dramatic language. In contrast to
scientific symbolism, the object “in other regions of symbolism, such
as those of art and religion . . . is not at all to operate or predict,
but to understand.” This “understanding,” as contrasted with sci-
entific description for purposes of operation and prediction, is pecul-
iarly associated with the dramatic way of rendiring relationships.
Urban writes:

My own view is that, properly understood, the thesis of the
primacy of the dramatic form must be maintained. It is part of
my general thesis that all meaning is ultimately linguistic and
that although science, in the interests of purer notation and
manipulation, may break through the husk of language, its
nonlinguistic symbols must again be translated back into natu-
ral language if intelligibility is to be possible. Natural language
is dramatic and all meaning expressed in language must ulti-
mately be of this type.

Urban not only sees poetry as constantly “employing the dramatic
way of rendering life.” He says that “indirectly all art is revelatory
of man . . . . no adequate account of what happens in human life,
the central home of action and drama, is possible if ‘relations of the
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mental type’ [as opposed to the operational types of science]—and
the dramatic way of rendering them—are left out.”

This, I believe, is the essential point in Allen Tate’s assertion
that poetry gives “complete knowledge”—an assertion that has vexed
critics of positivist persuasion. But how poetry is complete is sped-
fied: it does not leave out what science must leave out: “Literature
is the complete knowledge of man’s experience. By knowledge I
mean that unique and formed intelligence of the world, of which
man alone is capable.”

For Urban too, poetry deals with “man’s experience”—with
persons, for

The one differentia of a person that is significant is, that he
alone of all the parts of nature has consciousness of values and
of the “ought” or obligation inseparable from the awareness
of values. . . . To have this character is to be a *“soul,” and
poetry in contrast to science, always speaks about souls. For
the poet, then, the individual is always the centre and bearer
of values, and his function, as poet, is to reveal them.

Urban maintains, of course, that the realm of values—the “world,
the structure of which is determined by value appreciation”—is real,
arguing as he does for the validity of metaphysics and for an ob-
jective theory of values. I should agree with him, but this is not the
point which I am anxious to press here. It is rather the contrary:
that even so, as Urban himself indicates, the characteristic and
proper tests for the significance of poetry are to be developed from
a consideration of its structure as dramatic utterance; that the poem
is not to be conceived of as a statement, “clear,” “beautiful,” or
“eloquent,” of some truth imposed upon the poem from without.

In this regard, Urban seems to me in substantial agreement with
Richards’ earlier statement “that it is never what a poem says that
matters, but what it is,” and certainly with his later statement that
“The saner and greater mythologies are not fancies; they are the
utterance of the whole soul of man, and as such, inexhaustible to
meditation. . . . Without his mythologies man is only a cruel ani-
mal without a soul—for a soul is a central part of his governing
mythology—he is a congeries of possibilities without order and with-
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out aim.” * At the time he made this latter statement (Coleridge on
Imagination, 1936), Richards specifically denied the validity of
metaphysics. Perhaps he still does, but his latest pronouncement
would indicate that, even on this subject, he approaches general
agreement with Urban. He writes, for example, in 1941: “It is not
any metaphysical doctrine, as a doctrine,” which we need. It is
rather a study of the “most resourceful words,” the “indispensable
words, those which give structure to thoughts and connect them in
larger structures.” These are the words which most occasion meta-
physical misunderstandings. “Stch an inquiry,” Richards goes on
to say, “if well designed . . . would amount to a study of meta-
physics. . . . But it would be a metaphysics approached from a
new angle.” +

This conception of metaphysics obviously comes close to Urban’s
conception of metaphysics as “the language of languages,” con-
cerned with “maximum content,” the function of which is to inter-
pret and mediate among the other symbolisms; and Urban has
acknowledged the rapprochement.

But my purpose is not to welcome Richards as a returned prod-
igal. Richards is not a renegade but a pioneer who started out from
a different set of assumptions; nor is it even to insist with Urban
upon the necessity of metaphysics. It is rather to point out the area
of substantial agreement between two close students of language
whose starting points have been as diverse as those of Richards and
Urban. One seems to me as cautious as the other with regard to mak-
ing poetry the handmaiden of some doctrine which it is to reflect or
“communicate.” And yet one seems as fervent as the other in insist-
ing upon the intrinsic importance of poetry as something far more

® Compare Urban’s statement that “myth is indispensable from the stand-
point of exprmnon and intelligibility. Myth is dramatic language and only
dramatic language is ultimately intelligible . . . . it was precnscly the recogni-
tion on the part of Plato that cosmologically significant propositions could not
be expresed in mathematical-logical language, which led him to resort to the
dramatic language of myth. It was not that this language is an imperfect pre-
scientific form, to be abandoned for the mathematical-logical; it was rather a
clear recognition of the essential limitations of the latter.”

1 For Richards’ lecture from which I have quoted, and for Urban’s note on
it, see Furioso, Summer, 1941.
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serious than any idle fancy, and far more central to man’s nature
than any subjective “projection.” Both point the literary critic to a
reading of the poem itself—to the fullest realization of the symbolic
structure that is the poem. The task is not easy; it is important; it is
basic to any valid literary criticism.
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Texts of Poems

THE CANONIZATION

For Godsake hold your tongue, and let me love,
Or chide my palsie, or my gout,
My five gray haires, or ruin’d fortune flout,
With wealth your state, your minde with Arts improve,
Take you a course, get you a place,
Observe his honour, or his grace,
Or the Kings reall, or his stamped face
Contemplate, what you will, approve,
So you will let me love.

Alas, alas, who'’s injur’d by my love?
What merchants ships have my sighs drown’d?
Who saies my teares have overflow’d his ground?
When did my colds a forward spring remove?
When did the heats which my veines fill
Adde one more to the plaguie Bill?
Soldiers finde warres, and Lawyers finde out still
Litigious men, which quarrels move,
Though she and I do love.

Call us what you will, wee are made such by love;
Call her one, mee another flye,
We'are Tapers too, and at our owne cost die,
And wee in us finde the’Eagle and the Dove.
The Pheenix ridle hath more wit
By us, we two being one, are it.
239
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So to one neutrall thing both sexes fit,
Wee dye and rise the same, and prove
Mysterious by this love.

Wee can dye by it, if not live by love,
And if unfit for tombes and hearse
Our legend bee, it will be fit for verse;
And if no peece of Chronicle wee prove,
We'll build in sonnets pretty roomes;
As well a well wrought urne becomes
The greatest ashes, as halfe-acre tombes,
And by these hymnes, all shall approve
Us Canoniz'd for Love:

And thus invoke us; You whom reverend love
Made one anothers hermitage;
You, to whom love was peace, that now is rage;
Who did the whole worlds soule contract, and drove
Into the glasses of your eyes
(So made such mirrors, and such spies,
That they did all to you epitomize,)
Countries, Townes, Courts: Beg from above
A patterne of your love!

L'ALLEGRO

Hence loathed Melancholy

Of Cerberus, and blackest midnight born,
In Stygian Cave forlorn

’Mongst horrid shapes, and shreiks, and sights unholy,
Find out som uncouth cell,

Where brooding darkness spreads his jealous wings,
And the night-Raven sings;

There under Ebon shades, and low-brow’d Rocks,
As ragged as thy Locks,

In dark Cimmerian desert ever dwell.
But com thou Goddes fair and free,
In Heav'n ycleap’d Euphrosyne,
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And by men, heart-easing Mirth,
Whom lovely Venus at a birth
With two sister Graces more
To Ivy-crowned Bacchus bore;

Or whether (as som Sager sing)

The frolick Wind that breathes the Spring,
Zephir with Aurora playing,

As he met her once a Maying,

There on Beds of Violets blew,

And fresh-blown Roses washt in dew,
Fill'd her with thee a daughter fair,

So bucksom, blith, and debonair.
Haste thee nymph, and bring with thee
Jest and youthful Jollity,

Quips and Cranks, and wanton Wiles,
Nods, and Becks, and Wreathed Smiles,
Such as hang on Hebe's cheek,

And love to live in dimple sleck;
Sport that wrincled Care derides,

And Laughter holding both his sides.
Com, and trip it as ye go

On the light fantastick toe,

And in thy right hand lead with thee,
The Mountain Nymph, sweet Liberty;
And if I give thee honour due,

Mirth, admit me of thy crue

To live with her, and live with thee,
In unreproved pleasures free;

To hear the Lark begin his flight,
And singing startle the dull night,
From his watch-towre in the skies,

Till the dappled dawn doth rise;
Then to com in spight of sorrow,
And at my window bid good morrow,
Through the Sweet-Briar, or the Vine,
Or the twisted Eglantine.

While the Cock with lively din,
Scatters the rear of darkness thin,
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And to the stack, or the Barn dore,
Stoutly struts his Dames before,

Oft list'ning how the Hounds and horn
Chearly rouse the slumbring morn,
From the side of som Hoar Hill,
Through the high wood echoing shrill.
Som time walking not unseen

By Hedge-row Elms, on Hillocks green,
Right against the Eastern gate,

Wher the great Sun begins his state,
Rob’d in flames, and Amber light,
The clouds in thousand Liveries dight.
While the Plowman neer at hand,
Whistles o’er the Furrow’d Land,

And the Milkmaid singeth blithe,

And the Mower whets his sithe,

And every Shepherd tells his tale
Under the Hawthorn in the dale.

Streit mine eye hath caught new pleasures
Whilst the Lantskip round it measures,
Russet Lawns, and Fallows Gray,
Where the nibling flocks do stray,
Mountains on whose barren brest

The labouring clouds do often rest:
Meadows trim with Daisies pide,
Shallow Brooks, and Rivers wide.
Towers, and Battlements it sees
Boosom’d high in tufted Trees,

Where perhaps som beauty lies,

The Cynosure of neighbouring eyes.
Hard by, a Cottage chimney smokes,
From betwixt two aged Okes,

Where Corydon and Thyrsis met,

Are at their savory dinner set

Of Hearbs, and other Country Messes,
Which the neat-handed Phillis dresses;
And then in haste her Bowre she leaves,
With Thestylis to bind the Sheaves;
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Or if the earlier season lead

To the tann’d Haycock in the Mead,
Som times with secure delight

The up-land Hamlets will invite,

When the merry Bells ring round,

And the jocond rebecks sound.

To many a youth, and many a maid,
Dancing in the Chequer'd shade;

And young and old com forth to play
On a Sunshine Holyday,

Till the live-long day-light fail,

Then to the Spicy Nut-brown Ale,

With stories told of many a feat,

How Faery Mab the junkets eat,

She was pincht, and pull’d she sed,

And he by Friars Lanthom led;

Tells how the drudging Goblin swet,

To emn his Cream-bowle duly set,

When in one night, ere glimps of mom,
His shadowy Flale hath thresh’d the Com
That ten day-labourers could not end,
Then lies him down the Lubbar Fend.
And stretch’d out all the Chimney’s length,
Basks at the fire his hairy strength;

And Crop-full out of dores he flings,

Ere the first Cock his Mattin rings.

T hus don the Tales, to bed they creep,
By whispering Windes soon lull’d asleep.
Towred Cities please us then,

And the busie humm of men,

Where throngs of Knights and Barons bold,
In weeds of Peace high triumphs hold,
With store of Ladies, whose bright eies
Rain influence, and judge the prise

Of Wit, or Arms, while both contend

To win her Grace, whom all commend.
There let Hymen oft appear

In Saffron robe, with Taper clear,

243
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And pomp, and feast, and revelry,
With mask, and antique Pageantry,
Such sights as youthfull Pocts dream
On Summer ceves by haunted stream.
Then to the well trod stage anon,

If Jonsons learned Sock be on,

Or sweetest Shakespear fancies childe,
Warble his native Wood-notes wilde.
And ever against eating Cares,

Lap me in soft Lydian Aires,

Married to immortal verse

Such as the meeting soul may pierce

In notes, with many a winding bout

Of lincked sweetnes long drawn out,
With wanton heed, and giddy cunning,
The melting voice through mazes running;
Untwisting all the chains that ty

The hidden soul of harmony.

That Orpheus self may heave his head
From golden slumber on a bed

Of heapt Elysian flowres, and hear

Such streins as would have won the ear
Of Pluto, to have quite set free

His half regain’d Eurydice.

These delights, if thou canst give,
Mirth with thee, I mean to live.

IL PENSEROSO

Hence vain deluding joyes,

The brood of folly without father bred,
Houw little you bested,

Or fill the fixed mind with all your toyes;
Duwell in som idle brain,

And fancies fond with gaudy shapes possess,
As thick and numberless

As the gay motes that people the Sun Beams,
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Or likest hovering dreams
The fickle Pensioners of Morpheus train.
But hail thou Goddes, sage and holy,
Hail divinest Melancholy,
Whose Saintly visage is too bright
To hit the Sense of human sight;
And therfore to our weaker view,
Ore laid with black staid Wisdoms hue.
Black, but such as in esteem,
Prince Memnons sister might beseem,
Or that Starr’d Ethiope Queen that strove
To set her beauties praise above
The Sea Nymphs, and their powers offended.
Yet thou are higher far descended,
Thee bright-hair'd Vesta long of yore,
To solitary Saturn bore;
His daughter she (in Saturns raign,
Such mixture was not held a stain)
Oft in glimmering Bowres, and glades
He met her, and in secret shades
Of woody Ida’s inmost grove,
While yet there was no fear of Jove.
Com pensive Nun, devout and pure,
Sober, stedfast, and demure,
All in a robe of darkest grain,
Flowing with majestick train,
And sable stole of Cipres Lawn,
Over thy decent shoulders drawn.
Com, but keep thy wonted state,
With eev'n step, and musing gate,
And look commercing with the skies,
Thy rapt soul sitting in thine eyes:
There held in holy passion still,
Forget thy self to Marble, till
With a sad Leaden downward cast,
Thou fix them on the earth as fast.
And joyn with thee calm Peace, and Quiet,
Spare Fast, that oft with gods doth diet,
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And hears the Muses in a ring,

Ay round about Joves Altar sing.

And adde to these retired Leasure,
That in trim Gardens takes his pleasure;
But first, and chieftest, with thee bring,
Him that yon soars on golden wing,
Guiding the fiery-wheeled throne,

The Cherub Contemplation,

And the mute Silence hist along,

’Less Philomel will daign a Song,

In her sweetest, saddest plight,
Smoothing the rugged brow of night,
While Cynthia checks her Dragon yoke,
Gently o're th’accustom’d Oke;

Sweet Bird that shunn’st the noise of folly,
Most musicall, most melancholy!

Thee Chauntress oft the Woods among,
I woo to hear thy eecven-Song;

And missing thee, I walk unseen

On the dry smooth-shaven Green,

To behold the wandring Moon,
Riding neer her highest noon,

Like one that had bin led ustray
Through the Heav'ns wide pathles way;
And oft, as if her head she bow'd,
Stooping through a fleecy cloud.

Oft on a Plat of rising ground,

I hear the far-off Curfeu sound,

Over som wide-water'd shoar,

Swinging slow with sullen roar;

Or if the Ayr will not permit,

Som still removed place will fit,

Where glowing Embers through the room
Teach light to counterfeit a gloom,

Far from all resort of mirth,

Save the Cricket on the hearth,

Or the Belmans drousie charm,

To bless the dores from nightly harm:
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Or let my Lamp at midnight hour,
Be seen in som high lonely Towr,
Where I may oft out-watch the Bear,
With thrice great Hermes, or unsphear
The spirit of Plato to unfold
What Worlds, or what vast Regions hold
The immortal mind that hath forsook
Her mansion in this fleshly nook:
And of those Dxzmons that are found
In fire, air, flood, or under ground,
Whose power hath a true consent
With Planet, or with Element.
Som time let Gorgeous Tragedy
In Scepter’d Pall com sweeping by,
Presenting Thebs, or Pelops line,
Or the tale of Troy divine.
Or what (though rare) of later age,
Ennobled hath the Buskind stage.
But, O sad Virgin, that thy power
Might raise Muszus from his bower,
Or bid the soul of Orpheus sing
Such notes as warbled to the string,
Drew Iron tears down Pluto’s cheek.
And made Hell grant what Love did seek.
Or call up him that left half told
The story of Cambuscan bold,
Of Camball, and of Algarsife,
And who had Canace to wife,
That own’d the vertuous Ring and Glass,
And of the wondrous Hors of Brass,
On which the Tartar King did ride;
And if ought els, great Bards beside,
In sage and solemn tunes have sung,
Of Turneys and of Trophies hung;
Of Forests, and inchantments drear,
Where more is meant than meets the ear.
Thus night oft see me in thy pale career,
Till civil-suited Morn appeer,
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Not trickt and frounc’t as she was wont,
With the Attick Boy to hunt,

But Cherchef’t in a comly Cloud,
While rocking Winds are Piping loud,
Or usher'd with a shower still,

When the gust hath blown his fill,
Ending on the russling Leaves,

With minute drops from off the Eaves.
And when the Sun begins to fling

His flaring beams, me Goddes bring
To arched walks of twilight groves,
And shadows brown that Sylvan loves
Of Pine, or monumental Oake,

Where the rude Ax with heaved stroke,
Was never heard the Nymphs to daunt,
Or fright them from their hallow’d haunt.
There in close covert by som Brook,
Where no profaner eye may look,
Hide me from Day’s garish eie,

While the Bee with Honied thie,

T hat at her flowry work doth sing,
And the Waters murmuring

With such consort as they keep,

Entice the dewy-feather'd Sleep;

And let som strange mysterious dream,
Wave at his Wings in Airy stream,

Of lively portrature display’d,

Softly on my eye-lids laid.

And as I wake, sweet musick breath
Above, about, or undemeath,

Sent by som spirit to mortals good,

Or th’ unseen Genius of the Wood.
But let my due feet never fail,

To walk the studious Cloysters pale,
And love the high embowed Roof,
With antick Pillars massy proof,

And storied Windows richly dight,
Casting a dimm religious light.
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There let the pealing Organ blow,
To the full voic’d Quire below,
In Service high, and Anthems cleer,
As may with sweetnes, through mine ear,
Dissolve me into extasies,
And bring all Heav'n before mine eyes.
And may at last my weary age
Find out the peacefull hermitage,
The Hairy Gown and Mossy Cell,
Where I may sit and rightly spell
Of every Star that Heav'n doth shew,
And every Herb that sips the dew;
Till old experience do attain
To something like Prophetic strain.
These pleasures Melancholy give,
And I with thee will choose to live.

CORINNA’'S GOING A-MAYING

Get up, get up for shame, the Blooming Morne
Upon her wings presents the god unshorne.

See how Aurora throwes her faire

Fresh-quilted colours through the aire:

Get up, sweet-Slug-a-bed, and see

The Dew bespangling Herbe and Tree.
Each Flower has wept, and bow’d toward the East
Above an houre since; yet you not drest,

Nay! not so much as out of bed?

When all the Birds have Mattens seyd,

And sung their thankfull Hymnes: ’tis sin,

Nay, profanation to keep in,
When as a thousand Virgins on this day,
Spring, sooner than the Lark, to fetch in May.

Rise; and put on your Foliage, and be seene

To come forth, like the Spring-time, fresh and greene;
And sweet as Flora. Take no care
For Jewels for your Gowne, or Haire:
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Feare not; the leaves will strew

Gemms in abundance upon you:
Besides, the childhood of the Day has kept,
Against you come, some Orient Pearls unwept:

Come, and receive them while the light

Hangs on the Dew-locks of the night:

And Titan on the Eastern hill

Retires himselfe, or else stands still
Till you come forth. Wash, dresse, be briefe in praying:
Few beads are best, when once we goe a-Maying.

Come, my Corinna, come; and comming, marke
How each field turns a street; each street a Parke
Made green, and trimm’d with trees: see how
Devotion gives each House a Bough,
Or Branch: Each Porch, each doore, ere this,
An Arke a Tabernacle is
Made up of white-thorn neatly enterwove;
As if here were those cooler shades of love.
Can such delights be in the street,
And open fields, and we not sec’t?
Come, we’ll abroad; and let’s obay
The Proclamation made for May:
And sin no more, as we have done, by staying;
But my Corinna, come, let’s goe a-Maying.

There’s not a budding Boy, or Girle, this day,
But is got up, and gone to bring in May.
A deale of Youth, ere this, is come
Back, and with White-thorn laden home,
Some have dispatcht their Cakes and Creame,
Before that we have left to dreame:
And some have wept, and woo’d, and plighted Troth,
And chose their Priest, ere we can cast off sloth:
Many a green-gown has been given;
Many a kisse, both odde and even:
Many a glance too has been sent
From out the eye, Loves Firmament:
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Many a jest told of the Keyes betraying
This night, and Locks pickt, yet w'are not a-Maying,.

Come, let us goe, while we are in our prime;
And take the harmlesse follie of the time.

We shall grow old apace, and die

Before we know our liberty.

Our life is short; and our dayes run

As fast away as do’s the Sunne:
And as a vapour, or a drop of raine
Once lost, can ne’er be found againe:

So when or you or I are made

A fable, song, or fleeting shade;

All love, all liking, all delight

Lies drown’d with us in endlesse night.
Then while time serves, and we are but decaying;
Come, my Corinna, come, le’s goe a-Maying.

ELEGY WRITTEN IN A COUNTRY CHURCH-YARD

The Cutfew tolls the knell of parting day,
The lowing herd wind slowly o’er the lea,
The plowman homeward plods his weary way,
And leaves the world to darkness and to me.

Now fades the glimmering landscape on the sigi
And all the air a solemn stillness holds,

Save where the beetle wheels his droning flight,
And drowsy tinklings lull the distant folds;

Save that from yonder ivy-mantled tow’r
The moping owl does to the moon complain
Of such, as wand’ring near her secret bow'’r,
Molest her ancient solitary reign.

Beneath those rugged elms, that yew-tree’s shade,
Where heaves the turf in many a mould’ring heap,
Each in his narrow cell for ever laid,

The rude Forefathers of the hamlet sleep.
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The breezy call of incense-breathing Morn,

The swallow twitt’ring from the straw-built shed,
The cock’s shrill clarion, or the echoing horn,
No more shall rouse them from their lowly bed.

For them no more the blazing hearth shall burn,
Or busy housewife ply her evening care:

No children run to lisp their sire’s return,

Or climb his knees the envied kiss to share.

Oft did the harvest to their sickle yield,

Their furrow oft the stubborn glebe has broke;
How jocund did they drive their team afield!
How bow’d the woods beneath their sturdy stroke!

Let not Ambition mock their useful toil,
Their homely joys, and destiny obscure;
Nor Grandeur hear with a disdainful smile
The short and simple annals of the poor.

The boast of heraldry, the pomp of pow'r,
And all that beauty, all that wealth c’er gave,
Awaits alike th’ inevitable hour.

The paths of glory lead but to the grave.

Nor you, ye Proud, impute to These the fault,
If Mem’ry o’er their Tomb no Trophies raise,
Where thro’ the long-drawn isle and fretted vault
The pealing anthem swells the note of praise.

Can storied urn or animated bust

Back to its mansion call the fleeting breath?
Can Honour’s voice provoke the silent dust,
Or Flatt’ry sooth the dull cold ear of death?

Perhaps in this neglected spot is laid

Some heart once pregnant with celestial fire;
Hands, that the rod of empire might have sway’d,
Or wak’d to extasy the living lyre.

But Knowledge to their eyes her ample page
Rich with the spoils of time did ne’er unroll;
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Chill Penury repress’d their noble rage,
And froze the genial current of the soul.

Full many a gem of purest ray serene,

The dark unfathom’d caves of ocean bear:
Full many a flower is born to blush unseen,
And waste its sweetness on the desert air.

Some village-Hampden that with dauntless breast
The little Tyrant of his fields withstood;

Some mute inglorious Milton, here may rest,
Some Cromuwell guiltless of his country’s blood.

Th applause of list’'ning senates to command,
The threats of pain and ruin to despise,

To scatter plenty o’er a smiling land,

And read their history in a nation’s eyes,

Their lot forbad: nor circumscribed alone
Thetr growing virtues, but their crimes confin’d;
Forbade to wade through slaughter to a throne,
And shut the gates of mercy on mankind,

T he struggling pangs of conscious truth to hide,
To quench the blushes of ingenuous shame,

Or heap the shrine of Luxury and Pride

With incense kindled at the Muse’s flame.

Far from the madding crowd’s ignoble strife,
Their sober wishes never learn’d to stray;
Along the cool sequester’d vale of life

They kept the noiseless tenor of their way.

Yet ev’'n these bones from insult to protect

Some frail memorial still erected nigh,

With uncouth rhimes and shapeless sculpture deck’d,
Implores the passing tribute of a sigh.

Their names, their years, spelt by th’ unletterd muse,
The place of fame and elegy supply:

And many a holy text around she strews,

That teach the rustic moralist to die.
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For who, to dumb Forgetfulness a prey,
This pleasing anxious being c’er resign’d,
Left the warm precincts of the chearful day,
Nor cast one longing ling’ring look behind?

On some fond breast the parting soul relies,
Some pious drops the closing eye requires;
E’en from the tomb the voice of Nature cries,
E’en in our Ashes live their wonted Fires.

For thee, who mindful of th’ unhonour’d Dead
Dost in these lines their artless tale relate;

If chance, by lonely contemplation led,

Some kindred Spirit shall inquire thy fate,

Haply some hoary-headed Swain may say,
‘Oft have we seen him at the peep of dawn
‘Brushing with hasty steps the dews away
‘To meet the sun upon the upland lawn.

‘There at the foot of yonder nodding beech
‘That wreathes its old fantastic roots so high,
‘His listless length at noontide would he stretch,
‘And pore upon the brook that babbles by.

‘Hard by yon wood, now smiling as in scorn,
‘Mutt’ring his wayward fancies he would rove,
‘Now drooping, woeful wan, like one forlorn,
‘Or craz’d with care, or cross’d in hopeless love.

‘One morn I miss’d him on the custom’d hill,
‘Along the heath and near his fav'rite tree;
‘Another came; nor yet beside the rill,

‘Nor up the lawn, nor at the wood was he;

‘The next with dirges due in sad array

‘Slow thro’ the church-way path we saw him born.
‘Approach and read (for thou can’st read) the lay,
‘Grav’d on the stone beneath yon aged thorn.
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The Epitaph

Here rests his head upon the lap of Earth

A Youth to Fortune and to Fame unknown.
Fair Science frown'd not on his humble birth,
And Melancholy mark’d him for her own.

Large was his bounty, and his soul sincere,

Heav'n did a recompense as largely send:

He gave to Misry all he had, a tear,

He gain’d from Heav'n (‘twas all he wish’'d) a friend.

No farther seek his merits to disclose,
Or draw his frailties from their dread abode,
(There they alike in trembling hope repose,)
The bosom of his Father and his God.

ODE

INTIMATIONS OF IMMORTALITY FROM RECOLLECTIONS
OF EARLY CHILDHOOD

The Child is father of the Man;
And I could wish my days to be
Bound each to each by natural piety.

I

There was a time when meadow, grove, and stream,
The earth, and every common sight,
To me did seem
Apparelled in celestial light,
The glory and the freshness of a dream.
It is not now as it hath been of yore;—
Turn wheresoc’er I may,
By night or day,
The things which I have seen I now can see no more.
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I

The Rainbow comes and goes,
And lovely is the Rose,
The Moon doth with delight

Look round her when the heavens are bare,
Waters on a starry night
Are beautiful and fair;

The sunshine is a glorious birth;

But yet I know, where’er I go,

T hat there hath passed away a glory from the earth.

I

Now, while the birds thus sing a joyous song,
And while the young lambs bound
As to the tabor’s sound,
To me alone there came a thought of grief:
A timely utterance gave that thought relief,
And I again am strong:
The cataracts blow their trumpets from the steep;
No more shall grief of mine the season wrong;
I hear the Echoes through the mountains throng,
The winds come to me from the fields of sleep,
And all the earth is gay;
Land and sea
Give themselves up to jollity,
And with the heart of May
Doth every Beast keep holiday;—
Thou Child of Joy,
Shout round me, let me hear thy shouts, thou happy Shepherd-boy!

w

Ye blesséd Creatures, I have heard the call
Ye to each other make; I see
T he heavens laugh with you in your jubilee;
My heart is at your festival,
My head hath its coronal,
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The fulness of your bliss, I feel—I feel it all.
Oh cvil day! if I were sullen
While Earth herself is adoring,
This sweet May-moming,
And the Children are culling
On every side,
In a thousand valleys far and wide,
Fresh flowers; while the sun shines warm,
And the Babe leaps up on his Mother's arm:—
I hear, I hear, with joy I hear!
—But there’s a Tree, of many, one,
A single Field which I have looked upon,
Both of them speak of something that is gone;
The Pansy at my feet
Doth the same tale repeat:
Whither is fled the visionary gleam?
Where is it now, the glory and the dream?

14

Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting:
The Soul that rises with us, our life’s Star,
Hath had elsewhere its setting,

And cometh from afar:
Not in entire forgetfulness,
And not in utter nakedness,
But trailing clouds of glory do we come
From God, who is our home:
Heaven lies about us in our infancy!
Shades of the prison-house begin to close
Upon the growing Boy,
But He beholds the light, and whence it flows
He sees it in his joy;
The Youth, who daily farther from the east
Must travel, still is Nature’s Priest,
And by the vision splendid
Is on his way attended;
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At length the Man perceives it die away,
And fade into the light of common day.

VI

Earth fills her lap with pleasures of her own;
Yearnings she hath in her own natural kind,
And, even with something of a Mother’s mind,
And no unworthy aim,
The homely Nurse doth all she can
To make her Foster-child, her Inmate Man,
Forget the glories he hath known,
And that imperial palace whence he came.

1414

Behold the Child among his new-born blisses,
A six years’ Darling of a pigmy size!
See, where 'mid work of his own hand he lies,
Fretted by sallies of his mother’s kisses,
With light upon him from his father’s eyes!
See, at his feet, some little plan or chart,
Some fragment from his dream of human life,
Shaped by himself with newly-learned art;

A wedding or a festival,

A mourning or a funeral;

And this hath now his heart,
And unto this he frames his song:
Then will he fit his tongue

To dialogues of business, love, or strife;

But it will not be long

Ere this be thrown aside,

And with new joy and pride
The little Actor cons another part;
Filling from time to time his “humorous stage”
With all the Persons, down to palsied Age,
That Life brings with her in her equipage;

As if his whole vocation

Were endless imitation.
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VIII

Thou, whose exterior semblance doth belie
Thy Soul’s immensity;

Thou best Philosopher, who yet dost keep
Thy heritage, thou Eye among the blind,
That, deaf and silent, read’st the eternal deep,
Haunted for ever by the eternal mind,—

Mighty Prophet! Seer blest!

On whom these truths do rest,
Which we are toiling all our lives to find,
In darkness lost, the darkness of the grave;
Thou, over whom thy Immortality
Broods like the Day, a Master o’er a Slave,
A Presence which is not to be put by;
Thou little Child, yet glorious in the might
Of heaven-bom freedom on thy being’s height,
Why with such earnest pains dost thou provoke
The years to bring the inevitable yoke,
Thus blindly with thy blessedness at strife?
Full soon thy Soul shall have her earthly freight,
And custom lie upon thee with a weight,
Heavy as frost, and deep almost as life!

IX

O joy! that in our embers
Is something that doth live,
That nature yet remembers
What was so fugitive!
The thought of our past years in me doth breed
Perpetual benediction: not indeed
For that which is most worthy to be blest;
Delight and liberty, the simple creed
Of Childhood, whether busy or at rest,
With new-fledged hope still fluttering in his breast:—
Not for these I raise
The song of thanks and praise;
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But for those obstinate questionings
Of sense and outward things,
Fallings from us, vanishings;
Blank misgivings of a Creature
Moving about in worlds not realised,
High instincts before which our mortal Nature
Did tremble like a guilty Thing surprised:
But for those first affections,
Those shadowy recollections,
Which, be they what they may,
Are yet the fountain light of all our day,
Are yet a master light of all our seeing;
Uphold us, cherish, and have power to make
Our noisy years scem moments in the being
Of the eternal Silence: truths that wake,
To perish never;
Which neither listlessness, nor mad endeavour,
Nor Man nor Boy,
Nor all that is at enmity with joy,
Can utterly abolish or destroy!
Hence in a season of calm weather,
Though inland far we be,
Our Souls have sight of that immortal sea
Which brought us hither,
Can in a moment travel thither,
And see the Children sport upon the shore,
And hear the mighty waters rolling evermore.

X

Then sing, ye Birds, sing, sing a joyous song!
And let the young Lambs bound
As to the tabor’s sound!

We in thought will join your throng,
Ye that pipe and ye that play,
Ye that through your hearts to-day
Feel the gladness of the May!
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What though the radiance which was once so bright
Be now for ever taken from my sight,

Though nothing can bring back the hour

Of splendour in the grass, of glory in the flower;

We will grieve not, rather find

Strength in what remains behind;

In the primal sympathy

Which having been must ever be;

In the soothing thoughts that spring

Out of human suffering;

In the faith that looks through death,
In years that bring the philosophic mind.

X1

And O, ye Fountains, Meadows, Hills, and Groves,
Forebode not any severing of our loves!
Yet in my heart of hearts I feel your might;
I only have relinquished one delight
To live beneath your more habitual sway.
I love the Brooks which down their channels fret,
Even more than when I tripped lightly as they;
The innocent brightness of a new-born Day

Is lovely yet;
The Clouds that gather round the setting sun
Do take a sober colouring from an eye
That hath kept watch o’er man’s mortality;
Another race hath been, and other palms are won.
Thanks to the human heart by which we live,
T hanks to its tenderness, its joys, and fears,
To me the meanest flower that blows can give
Thoughts that do often lie too deep for tears.

ODE ON A GRECIAN URN

Thou still unravish’d bride of quietness,

Thou foster-child of silence and slow time,
Sylvan historian, who canst thus express

A flowery tale more sweetly than our rhyme:
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What leaf-fring’d legend haunts about thy shape
Of deities or mortals, or of both,
In Tempe or the dales of Arcady?
What men or gods are these? What maidens loth?
What mad pursuit? What struggle to escape?
What pipes and timbrels? What wild ecstasy?

Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard
Are sweeter; therefore, ye soft pipes, play on;
Not to the sensual ear, but, more endeard,
Pipe to the spirit ditties of no tone:
Fair youth, beneath the trees, thou canst not leave
Thy song, nor ever can those trees be bare;
Bold Lover, never, never canst thou kiss,
Though winning near the goal—yet, do not grieve;
She cannot fade, though thou hast not thy bliss,
For ever wilt thou love, and she be fair!

Ah, happy, happy boughs! that cannot shed
Your leaves, nor ever bid the Spring adieu;
And, happy melodist, unwearied,
For cver piping songs for ever new;
More happy love! more happy, happy love!
For ever warm and still to be enjoy'd,
For ever panting, and for ever young;
All breathing human passion far above,
That leaves a heart high-sorrowful and cloy’d,
A burning forehead, and a parching tongue.

Who are these coming to the sacrifice?
To what green altar, O mysterious priest,
Lead’st thou that heifer lowing at the skies,
And all her silken flanks with garlands drest?
What little town by river or sea shore,
Or mountain-built with peaceful citadel,
Is emptied of this folk, this pious morn?
And, litile town, thy streets for evermore
Will silent be; and not a soul to tell
Why thou art desolate, can e’er return.
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O Attic shape! Fair attitude! with brede
Of marble men and maidens overwrought,
With forest branches and the trodden weed;
Thou, silent form, dost tease us out of thought
As doth eternity: Cold Pastoral!
When old age shall this generation waste,
Thou shalt remain, in midst of other woe
Than ours, a friend to man, to whom thou say’st,
Beauty is truth, truth beauty,—~that is all,
Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.

TEARS, IDLE TEARS

Tears, idle tears, I know not what they mean,
Tears from the depth of some divine despair
Rise in the heart, and gather to the eyes,

In looking on the happy Autumn-fields,

And thinking of the days that are no more.

Fresh as the first beam glittering on a sail,

That brings our friends up from the underworld,
Sad as the last which reddens over one

T hat sinks with all we love below the verge;

So sad, so fresh, the days that are no more.

Ah, sad and strange as in dark summer dawns
The earliest pipe of half-awaken’d birds

To dying ears, when unto dying eyes

The casement slowly grows a glimmering square;
So sad, so strange, the days that are no more.

Dear as remember’d kisses after death,

And sweet as those by hopeless fancy feign'd
On lips that are for others; deep as love,
Deep as first love, and wild with all regret;
O Death in Life, the days that are no more.
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AMONG SCHOOL CHILDREN?®

I

I walk through the long schoolroom questioning;
A kind old nun in a white hood replies;

The children learn to cipher and to sing,

To study reading-books and history,

To cut and sew, be neat in everything

In the best modern way—the children’s eyes

In momentary wonder stare upon

A sixty-syear-old smiling public man.

n

I dream of a Ledaean body, bent

Above a sinking fire, a tale that she

Told of a harsh reproof, or trivial event

That changed some childish day to tragedy—
Told, and it seemed that our two natures blent
Into a sphere from youthful sympathy,

Or clse, to alter Plato’s parable,

Into the yolk and white of the one shell.

I

And thinking of that fit of grief or rage

I look upon one child or t’other there
And wonder if she stood so at that age—
For even daughters of the swan can share
Something of cvery paddler’s heritage—
And had that colour upon cheek or hair
And thereupon my heart is driven wild:
She stands before me as a living child.

w

Her present image floats into the mind—
Did Quattrocento finger fashion it

® From William Butler Yeats's The Tower. By permission of The Macmillan
Campany, publizshers.
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Hollow of cheek as though it drank the wind
And took a mess of shadows for its meat?
And I though never of Ledaean kind
Had pretty plumage once—enough of that,
Better to smile on all that smile, and show
There is a comfortable kind of old scarecrow.

14

What youthful mother, a shape upon her lap
Honey of generation had betrayed,

And that must sleep, shriek, struggle to escape
As recollection or the drug decide,

Would think her son, did she but see that shape
With sixty or more winters on its head,

A compensation for the pang of his birth,

Or the uncertainty of his setting forth?

144

Plato thought nature but a spume that plays
Upon a ghostly paradigm of things;

Solider Aristotle played the taws

Upon the bottom of a king of kings;
World-famous golden-thighed Pythagoras
Fingered upon a fiddle-stick or strings

What a star sang and careless Muses heard:
Old clothes upon old sticks to scare a bird.

viI

Both nuns and mothers worship images,
But those the candles light are not as those
That animate a mother’s reveries,

But keep a marble or a bronze repose.
And yet they too break hearts—O Presences
That passion, piety or affection knows,
And that all heavenly glory symbolise—

O self-bom mockers of man's enterprise;
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vII

Labour is blossoming or dancing where

The body is not bruised to pleasure soul,

Nor beauty born out of its own despair,

Nor blear-eyed wisdom out of midnight oil.

O chestnut tree, great rooted blossomer,

Are you the leaf, the blossom or the bole?

O body swayed to music, O brightening glance,
How can we know the dancer from the dance?
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