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The four corners of this book lie at the following
points (i) the use of the word Reason by Wordsworth
in the Prelude; (ii) the abandonment of the intellect
by Keats in the Nightingale and the Urn; (iii)
the emphasis laid on Reason by Milton in Paradise
Lost; (iv) the schism in Reason studied by Shakespeare
in the tragedies. Add to these the four middle
points of (i) the definition of Beauty by Marlowe in
Tamburlaine; (ii) the imagination of it by Keats in the
same two odes; (iii) the identification of it with
Reason in Paradise Lost; (iv) the humanization of it
in the women of Troilus and Othello and the later
plays; and the ground plan will be sufficiently marked.
The studies are meant as literary, and not as either
philosophical or aesthetic criticism. They do not
attempt to consider what the poets ought to do, only
what they have done, and that from the special point
of view of their explicit use of those two words, or of
their implicit attention to them.

The book is therefore but an exploration of the
content of certain places of poetry, in an order suggested
by the relative richness of that content. There
are obviously many other places that might be considered,
and the present way is open to the objection
that it has been chosen to fit a predetermined pattern.
Patterns are the bane, as they are the necessity, of
criticism as of life; they can be corrected only by
destruction, and no doubt this pattern will soon
enough be destroyed. But their creation and destruction
is our only method; and I am not conscious of
having anywhere dishonestly forced an interpretation
or ingeniously sought for correspondences. At least
this pattern does not go outside the verse; it can therefore
be considered and (if desirable) denied by any
reader of the verse without expert biographical, historical,
or philosophical knowledge.

After a small preliminary discussion the order of
the chapters moves from the definitions of Wordsworth
and Marlowe through the arguments of Pope,
the allegories of Spenser, and the contemplation of
Keats, to the division of reason in Shakespeare. The
greater achievements of Milton and the later Shakespeare
suggest two hemispheres of imagination, and
it is with the cartography of those two hemispheres,
one inhabited by Reason, the other by Unreason, that
the later chapters are concerned. That definition is
theirs on their own showing; it is Paradise Lost which
pretends to deal with Reason, and Lear which pretends
to deal with Unreason. Even the strongest opposition
to the present pattern might admit so much.

The relation between poetic experience and actual
experience, which has divided some critics, has been
no more than touched on. That relation is of high
importance, yet it is obscure. We must not make
poetry serve our morals, yet we must not consider it
independent of our morals. It is not a spiritual guide,
yet it possesses a reality which continually persuades
us to repose upon it even in practical things of every
day. We have only to enjoy it, but only in proportion
as we enjoy it with our whole being can it be said of it
that no man shall take its joy from us. But that discussion
is beyond the purpose of the present book.

C.W.
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The distinction between prose and verse has long
been accepted; the distinction between prose
and poetry has often been discussed. The two lines
of demarcation have not been allowed to coincide.
It is a habit of our easier culture to say that poetry
can be written in prose, except that since the nineties
‘prose-poems’ have gone a little out of fashion.
Passages from Sir Thomas Browne or Traherne or
Ruskin are quoted as defining an exaltation which
is one with poetic exaltation; and even passages of
a less exalted but more simple or tender kind in
Hardy or Alice Meynell are gathered under the
same heading. ‘Poetry can be written in prose’;
and only the uneducated childlike mind is allowed
to suppose that the pattern of lines makes any difference.
None of us are willing to acknowledge
ourselves mere babes in culture and therefore we
believe all this and repeat it.

Certainly when in years we were children, before
we knew that culture existed, we recognized poetry
by its lines. A poetry book was one in which the
printing did not go straight on, covering the whole
page, but stopped short and began again, probably
with a capital letter. All printing of that recognizable
kind was poetry; we knew nothing of the sad
distinction between poetry and verse. But then, as
we grew older, they robbed us of our simplicity.
There was verse which was not poetry; well, that
was, after all, only a difference in quality which the
unfortunate young discover to exist—semper, ubique,
in omnibus. But then there was prose which was
poetry. And that instruction, though no doubt it
gave some prose a title to which it had at least a
partial claim, left a sadness behind. Poetry was no
longer to be known by its lines; the mere magical
look of the thing meant nothing. But why then
write in lines?

It was discovered, later on, to be more fun,
especially if lines (in those far-off days) involved
rhymes, and stanzaic arrangements. Also it confined
and defined one’s impulse, one’s labour, and one’s
result. To write a poem was a more simple and
satisfactory thing than to write a piece of prose.
There was a reason for writing it, merely because
it was complete in itself, a poem. It was also,
whether the fact were recognized or not, easier.
Prose betrayed us more easily than verse. The lines,
the rhymes, the stanzas concealed, by the thrill
that their discovery gave us, the lack of any thrill
communicated by ourselves. We were astonished,
within ourselves, to find that ‘adore’ and ‘more’
rhymed in our poem as well as in Lovelace, and
that we could provide them with a fresh reason for
rhyming. Lovelace had not seen our sunrise or our
young lady, and our innocence combined with our
ignorance to write verse. But all such reasons did
not alter the truth that poetry (they said) could be
written in prose, and that the lovely arrangement
of lines was a sign of verse, but not of poetry.

Yet were we after all so wrong? Is it not possible
still to hold that poetry is power communicated by
words in verse, and prose is power communicated
by words not in verse? Have stanzas, couplets, and
lines nothing whatever to do with poetry? Or is
there something still to be said for maintaining not
merely that poetry is and ought to be a word used
in opposition to the word prose, but that verse is
necessarily a part of poetry and necessarily is not a
part of prose?

Verse is a general name given to many different
arrangements of single and, in some sense, self-sufficient
lines compacted together and related
between themselves. Sometimes their relation is
further demonstrated by rhyme; sometimes it is
not. But it has always been demonstrated by the
varying lengths and stresses of the lines. Yes, but
prose also is composed of words, variously stressed,
arranged in varying lengths. What then is the
difference?

The difference would seem to be simple—in verse
the reader is deliberately referred to a chosen measure;
in prose he is not so referred. That reference—whether
it be to the normal decasyllabic line of
traditional blank verse, or any one among our innumerable
stanzaic forms, or the couplet, or even
to a deliberate irregularity—is made known to him
by the verse itself, and is ostentatiously insisted
on by the verse itself. The ostentation is a part
of the verse. It is a necessary part of verse that
one line should be a vivid conditioning of the next,
and that on arriving at the next, the reader should
remain vividly aware of that past power thus conditioning
him. But the reader of prose sentences
is by no means so memorably conditioned. Or to
put it in another way—in reading verse one always
refers back sensationally to the preceding line and
is aware of that reference; in prose if one refers
it is without so acute an awareness. One is, in prose,
conditioned, but one is not by any means so intensely
aware of the pattern of that conditioning, of
the unit and units of the immediate past, because
the variation and relation between the various
‘lengths’ of the writing is not deliberately ostentatious.

No doubt a reader with sufficiently sensitive ears
could follow the relations of all the sentences in
Gulliver’s Travels and could perhaps detect at last
a ‘basic sentence’ on which all the actual sentences
are variations. No doubt a less gifted but still sensitive
reader would carry in his mind the vibrations
of all the sentences in the last page or two of whatever
book he was reading, and be wisely aware that
they prepared him for the next sentence, and in
what relation that next sentence stood to its past.
But it might, I think, be allowed that prose does
not insist on this reference as verse does; and that
when prose does forget itself and too quickly remind
us of its immediate past we consider it as unsatisfactory
as we do poetry which does not so remind us.
There is not—except for scientists—a continually
reimposed unit of sensation in prose; there is in
verse. There is metre—the measurement of that
unit—in verse. Identity vehemently exists beneath
the variableness of the one, but not of the other.

But what then does this extra quality of verse
which may be called the repetition of the pattern,
the quality of which the measure is its metre—what
does it do for us? It gives us, certainly, an added
delight; it is, when it is well done, more fun.
Paradise Lost is much more fun written in blank
verse than it would be in prose, or is so to any one
capable of enjoying that particular kind of fun.
Let us have all the delights of which we are capable.
But is this fun anything more than the artistic ingenuity
of Milton in discovering so many variations
on his basic line? Yes, it gives us an additional
experience, the experience of deliberate choice, imposed
upon us, deliberately demanding the assent
of our own choice, and ostentatiously reminding us
that Milton’s harmonization of all his elements is
Miltonic and not natural, imperative and not persuasive,
the reflection of the limitation of man’s
nature magnificently worked into the very stuff of
the poem. But prose does not so magnificently
remind us of man’s limitation.

It is an experience of deliberate choice. If a poet
writes a poem he discovers and assents to the form
that poem is to take. He agrees to a proposal which
his mind, or something greater than his mind, makes
to him. The agreement is often so delightful and
so laborious that the mere fact of agreement is lost
in the physic of his pain, in both the pain and the
physic. But in effect he determines to know the
subject of his poem so, and not otherwise; so—by
that particular measurement of discovery and
definition. In that effort assuredly the subject
changes; it becomes no more the experience of
imagined fact, but the poetic result. It abandons
actuality for poetry. For, among other reasons, it
has absorbed into itself not merely the fact but the
poet experiencing the fact, and has made a harmony
of both—has indeed made a new thing of both which
is to us a new experience[1]. It has therefore taken
into itself the nature of the poet and has made that
a necessary part of the poem; and this it has done
by its rhythms and their metre, its stanzaic form, its
rhymes, its diction, and what not. But of all these
characteristics the one which most immediately, most
swiftly, and most continuously assists that change of
subject and imposes the new thing on us is the distinction
of the rhythmical form.

Certainly diction has a great deal to do with it,
and diction is a great element of prose as well as of
poetry. But diction, if it can be called a pattern at
all, is a remoter pattern, and less immediately sensational.
Form of diction depends for its recognition
far more on the reader’s chance capacity than does
the rhythmical form. Its ostentation and its imposition
are more consonant with his own power, the
amplitude of his mind (in Wordsworth’s phrase).
The rhythmical form will no doubt give him additional
gratification according as his mind becomes
more ample, and may reach states in which a great
amplitude is necessary before it can be properly
understood. But so long as this rhythmical form
divides itself into lines and prints itself so (presumably
because of some inner necessity of its nature),
so long it makes ostentation a part of its very existence
in a way in which prose does not. Prose pretends
and tends to subdue its own method of existence
to its business of dealing with the reader, but poetry
desires and determines to subdue the reader to its
own method of existence. It is why we call Swift
good prose, and Milton good poetry.

This ostentation and imposition then, this pattern
of measured arrangement, this conditioning of the
present and the future by the immediate past, this
reference to the identity of a basic fact, is an imperative
part of verse, and being the poet’s choice conveys
his choice into our experience. It has developed an
element of its style into an ostentation and an imposition,
and made it of the first importance to its
own being. There is therefore a limitation of which,
in verse, we are more acutely aware than in the
most exalted—or otherwise effective—prose. The
ostentatious pattern is an expansion and a limitation
at once; it gives us a more complex effect in the
resulting poem, and enables us to realize more
swiftly and fully the fact that this is how the original
subject is being known. It helps therefore the individual
effect, and compels us to realize that the
subject has been known in this way. Certainly when
we read the poem we are not allowed so to divide
those effects, for it is neither the pattern nor the
subject of which we are separately aware, but the
resultant whole. But they may be spoken of separately
for the purpose of justly apprehending the
whole. And, so speaking, we may understand that
the limitation by the pattern is in itself a further
enlargement, for it gives us—what we may be less
apt to retain in all but very exalted prose—the sense
that things are known by man according to his own
nature. Prose, especially sweet and rational prose,
conceals its human limitations. It may argue or
instruct or exhort, but all that while it subdues or
hides from us the pattern which is our reminder
that its conclusions are what they are because of its
own limitations—which are its writer’s—which are
in the nature of man. Man cannot know things by
any means but through his own nature, and it is
that nature in its thousand different capacities, but
still only man’s, which the pattern of poetry makes
ostentatious to us. Let the rhythms be as subtle and
complex and subdued as we will, let the metre be
irregular, let the relation of the lines be violent or
harsh, let silence or clangour be part of that relation,
still in any piece of writing which is meant to
be read as verse rather than prose, the fact of the
pattern, imposed upon us however gently, ostentatious
before us however quietly, presents us in its
very sensation with the ineluctable fact that man
only apprehends his experiences according to his
own nature. It refers us continually back to its unit,
and its unit is the decision of its writer. It is that
fact which poetry willingly embraces; and that from
which prose, as it were, turns away. Therefore when
the direct metre of verse appears in the midst of the
indirect metre of prose, when a prose paragraph
breaks into blank verse, we feel the intrusion undesirable,
for we are violently reminded of what we
have been encouraged to forget.

It is true that, though the pattern thus recalls us
to the individual choice, it makes that choice in
turn impersonal. The patterns of our English verse
have been often—too often—repeated; it may be
that our frailty is by now weary of them for a
century or so. But while they existed they imposed
themselves on us as something more impersonal than
any movement of prose, at the same time that their
mere adoption reminded us of the personal decision.
The sonnet is an example. To read those arrayed
rhymes, with the octave and sestet, is to be intensely
aware that some particular thing exists so, and that
the arrangement, which is non-rational, is a necessary
part of that thing. It is a personal choice among impersonal
patterns, and both adjectives impose upon
us their corresponding qualities. In both the effect
differs from prose, for in prose those qualities are
derived from our reading instead of being known
as a primary condition of our reading.

It might therefore be possible to use the words
poetic and prosaic with a definite intention of separating
two methods of writing of which the one does
and the other does not ostentatiously insist on a
certain fact in the nature of writing itself, and
therefore in the nature of experience itself. In that
sense a poem would reasonably be regarded, as in
fact we have tended to regard it, as a greater thing
than a piece of prose—other facts being equal. For
it is precisely a fuller experience; it takes man’s
limitation and makes that explicitly a part of his
total sensation. It avoids the last illusion of prose,
which so gently sometimes and at others so passionately
pretends that things are thus and thus. In
poetry they also are thus and thus, but because
the arrangement of the lines, the pattern within
the whole, will have it so; the magnificence of its
assertion is made magnificent by its own limitation,
and we know at once what we know, how we know
it, and that we cannot know it outside our own
nature, which in our lives is the thing that makes a
pattern of our experience. In life it is no doubt
wise to be very careful that we do not attempt to
impose too easy and repetitive a pattern on the vast
of experience. But we cannot avoid beginning with
some kind of pattern, however we vary and alter
it, otherwise we should not know anything. So in
art we proceed from flagrancy to subtlety. But
in poetry through all the subtlety the flagrancy remains.
Exquisitely leaning to an implied untruth,
prose persuades us that we can trust our natures
to know things as they are; ostentatiously faithful to
its own nature, poetry assures us that we cannot—we
know only as we can. If indeed we choose to
believe that great poetry is in some incomprehensible
sense native to the universe, that its justice is
more accurate than that of prose, and more consistent
with the things of which we only know that
we know them so—that is our personal decision,
and in effect a non-poetic decision: that is, it has
nothing to do with the poetic genius. It may be
more or less or equally important, but it is not the
same. We cannot say that poetry is true except in
the sense that we say that love or religion or any
philosophy is true. But we can say that in its fullness
there is no mightier experience—and few as
mighty—known to man.










	
[1]


	
It is therefore extremely uncertain whether any poet ever
conveys the emotion he set out to convey, though he is often
stated to do merely that. He, as well as the reader, discovers
something else in making the poem; he discovers (i) his own
method of experiencing, (ii) his own method of communicating
that experience. Here are three things that go to make up the
result.
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There is, it seems, in philosophy, a charming
concept which is called ‘the specious present’. It
means that present which is commonly regarded as
the present, being neither the immediate infinitely
passing now nor the eternal now; it is the present as
at any particular time considered in relation to the
past and the future; and it may in consequence be
five minutes, or a year, or any longer period, any
period so long as it is conceived as opposed to the
complementary concepts of a past and a future. There
are therefore three presents—the true present, the
specious present, the eternal present.

It is not for these elementary studies to plunge
into philosophy; they do but borrow a likeness. In
man, considered as a subject for poetry, there are
three selves—his immediate self, his specious self,
and his eternal self. Good poetry can be made out
of all these.

Poetry which makes itself out of man’s immediate
self is normally—let us be rash and say at once—lyric:
either in actual lyrics or lyrical moments.
It is that poetry which succeeds in turning one
poignant emotion into another poignant emotion,
without introducing any modifying or transmuting
elements, except of course itself.


I would I were where Helen lies

  On fair Kirconnell Lea.

Hame, hame, hame! O hame fain wad I be!

O dark, dark, dark! amid the blaze of noon.




The tendency of such movements is towards
themselves alone. The poetry is of course complex,
however simple, for the reason suggested above: if
you take an emotion and express it in a vehement
pattern of associative words, you have a different
though perhaps allied emotion. ‘I would I were
where Helen lies’ is not the same thing as grief for
Helen: it even in a sense contradicts it, for who
would want to be where Helen lies while we can
enjoy her death so marvellously? Who would wish
Milton to see while we can enjoy his blindness so
greatly? Or if one does, who does not recognize
that he is introducing a non-poetic judgement, and
refusing poetry for the sake of sympathy or pity or
something equally outside itself? But though the
poetic result may be necessarily complex even in
its simplest form, yet its subject has been simple,
and its effort has been towards a simplicity of its
own. It is an effort to catch the sharpest poignancy
of some experience, a sharpness which even in life
we so often hardly realize. It takes that, it multiplies
it by itself, it presents us with another immediate
delight. It attempts to take the most
immediate self of man and turn it into the most
direct poetry.

But, as the immediate present can never be
understood, because in being understood it is
bound to become the specious present, so the immediate
self can hardly ever be used. Poetry takes
more frequently as its subject the specious self: the
Ode to a Nightingale is a great example. There a
whole present awareness, intense, but enlarged from
the direct moment and emotion, is turned into an
enlarged poetic experience. ‘Away, away! for I
will fly to thee’ images a different kind of present
and of self from ‘I would I were where Helen lies’.
It is this kind of poetry which is most common; it
is also this kind of poetry which is apt to become,
in the worst sense, specious poetry. But that fact
does not spoil the real poetry, any more than our
frequent misunderstanding and misuse of the
specious present alters the fact of the specious present.
It is this kind of self which offers poetry its
most frequent opportunities. The Ancient Mariner,
the Vanity of Human Wishes, the Unknown Eros, the
Midsummer-Night’s Dream, Comus are, considered as
whole poems, examples. They may all of them,
sometimes or often, change into an effort at the
simplicity of the immediate self. But as a general
rule the humanity which they transmute contains
space and time within it, and that space and time
are of the nature of the verse.


Where thou perhaps under the whelming tide

Visit’st the bottom of the monstrous world.

I long to talk with some old lover’s ghost

Who died before the god of love was born.

Will no one tell me what she sings?—

Perhaps the plaintive numbers flow

For old, unhappy, far-off things,

And battles long ago.

If music be the food of love, play on;

Give me excess of it, that, surfeiting,

The appetite may sicken and so die.

Hope springs eternal in the human breast;

Man never is, but always to be blest.

For soul is form and doth the body make.




And so on, and so on. This is the specious self
as the subject of poetry.

And the eternal present? or, in the present
parallel, the eternal self? Or (may we say?) eternal
poetry? That certainly is a different and more difficult
thing, since we have not yet discovered any way
of writing poetry in time which shall include all the
experiences of time—‘the perfect and simultaneous
possession of everlasting life’. But the greatest poetic
experiences are of a nature which include the lesser.
They do not explain them philosophically; they
relate them poetically. They are in general of two
kinds: (i) the complete and complex experience of
a great poem—such as Paradise Lost, (ii) the lines
which, generally but not always, in such poems
carry in themselves the sense of much experience
known and determined. The nearest we can get to
eternity is either all moments or one moment. But
then the one moment must, in that aspect, be felt
as entirely self-contained; it must definitely not
‘look before and after’. Such lines nevertheless may
be assisted in their effect by their place in a poem.
The last lines of Paradise Regained—


                  He unobserved

Home to his mother’s house private returned




—have their amazing effect partly by their place.
They do not look before, but all that has gone
before leads up to and contrasts with that actual fact;
in a sense, all Paradise Regained does but define that
moment. This is the conclusion of the whole matter,
but it also contains the whole matter, as, for example,
‘who this is we must learn’ does not. We have learnt;
we know who the ‘He’ is, and what ‘unobserved’
and ‘private’ imply, and why ‘his mother’s house’
and how ‘returned’. All great poetry in a sense is
final.


My desolation doth begin to make

A better life,




is as complete as


I’ll be your wife if you will marry me;

If not I’ll die your maid, to be your fellow

You may deny me, but I’ll be your servant

Whether you will or no.




Both of these moments are perfect; both yet look
forward to some other moment. It is their nature
to do so; to be complete with the awareness of
something else. But the second gathers up that
future and defines it and brings it back into itself,
so that we feel that that defined future does but help
now to define the moment. The kind of betterness
which it foresees over the past is explained. This
is Miranda absolutely aware of herself and what she
will be.


Warring in heaven against heaven’s matchless king—




is another example. A complete and obstinate futility
is perfectly expressed; all the future is defined
in ‘matchless’, all the insanity in ‘in heaven against
heaven’s ... king’. It is Satan absolutely aware of
his own act, and all the rest of the celestial war does
but expand and explain it. Such lines certainly are
not to be called eternal. But they are of a greater
nature than the lines which go to and fro in the
specious self, for they define that whole self. They
define it according to the way in which the poet
chooses to know it: that is, they refer to no other
faculty than our own recognition of them. Like
life, they will only be known on their own terms,
whereas most prose pretends that it can be known
on terms of mutual accommodation, And even prose
which tries to abandon that pretence is governed
by the lack of the arbitrary pattern, the ostentatiously
recurrent base.
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There are two ways of reading the Prelude; one
is to read it as about Wordsworth, the other is
to read it as about William. Wordsworth wrote a
number of poems about persons with Christian
names only; there are Lucy and Michael and Margaret
and Leonard and Barbara and others. It seems
possible to regard the Prelude as one of them. The
point of the distinction between the two methods
is not that one is superior to the other; neither is.
But they define certain alternative tendencies. The
reader who is more interested in Wordsworth as a
personal poet and a psychological problem will tend
to read it in one way; the reader who is more interested
in the poetic effect of the poem the other.
This will be passionately denied by all the Wordsworthians
and treasured as a secret conviction by
all the Williamites. It will be noticed from the last
sentence that this chapter is definitely Williamite.

Let us imagine that the Prelude is about a person
called William, to whom the things described in the
poem happened and to whom, except for the irreducible
minimum of natural necessity—food, sleep,
&c., nothing else happened. A poem contains for
itself nothing but what it does contain and nothing
of what it contains exists, for poetry, outside the
poem. Many poetic discoveries have been dragged
out of their context and made to walk the world
alone. The removal of even a stanza or line from
its context tends, unless we are very careful, to
thwart it and us more than we realize. The protagonists
of Shakespeare’s plays, the God of Paradise
Lost, the William of the Prelude, have all suffered
in this way. But they will not endure it. The attentive
observer finds himself saying of them, ‘Bless
thee, Bottom! bless thee! thou art translated’. Indeed
they tend to be translated much as Bottom
was; over each awful countenance is imposed an
ass’s head—perhaps the reader’s. It may be permissible
to use the Prelude as a whole as evidence
against Wordsworth’s own fidelity to young love, or
Paradise Lost against (say) Milton’s sympathy with
the Roman Church. But it is not permissible to use
Wordsworth as evidence against the William of the
Prelude or Milton as evidence against the God of
Paradise Lost. A poem with its persons and its
morality is a complete whole.
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