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    This volume brings together the poetical works of Mark Akenside across the central decades of the eighteenth century, presenting his major achievements alongside shorter, occasional pieces. Spanning dates from 1740 to 1770, it allows readers to follow the development of a single author’s voice and thought across a lifelong engagement with poetry. At its core stand successive versions of his principal philosophical poem, set beside odes, hymns, inscriptions, and other forms that display his range. The purpose is not only to assemble these texts but to offer a coherent pathway through a body of work that unites reflection, public address, and imaginative speculation.

The collection comprises diverse poetic kinds. It features the long, philosophical The Pleasures of Imagination in multiple books, a two-book series of Odes on Several Subjects, and the Hymn to the Naiads (1746). It includes hymns and inscriptions, together with public and satiric pieces such as An Epistle to Curio, A British Philippic, and The Virtuoso. Reflective and intimate modes appear in The Poet. A Rhapsody, Ambition and Content, Love. An Elegy, To Cordelia, and a Song. The presence of “For the Winter Solstice, December 11, 1740, as originally written” underscores the chronological breadth and variety of occasion represented here.

The Pleasures of Imagination occupies a central place, presented in its revised sequence: Book I (1757), Book II (1765), Book III (1770), and the beginning of a projected fourth book (1770). Across these stages, Akenside’s philosophical verse pursues the sources, operations, and moral bearings of imaginative experience. He writes in a sustained, elevated manner, drawing upon classical learning and contemporary inquiry to explore taste, perception, and the relationship between aesthetic pleasure and virtue. The layered publication dates register an evolving design, inviting readers to consider how a poet revisits and refines arguments, imagery, and structure over time within a single, ambitious project.

The Odes on Several Subjects, arranged in two books, extend Akenside’s reach into modes that are ceremonial, meditative, and occasional. They balance public address with private reflection, shifting from civic and moral exhortation to scenes of seasonal or personal significance. Notably, the inclusion of the piece for the winter solstice, dated to December 11, 1740, as originally written, reveals the early origins of his lyric practice and its later curation. The odes display a disciplined rhetoric and a taste for elevated diction, while remaining responsive to occasion, sentiment, and the turning of time that frames many of their subjects.

The hymns and descriptive pieces situate Akenside within the intellectual climate of his century. Hymn to the Naiads (1746) engages classical personifications to contemplate nature’s living springs, while Hymn to Science speaks to the energies of inquiry that characterize the period. In these works, classical idiom and contemporary curiosity meet, and the poet’s voice mediates between inherited forms and emergent interests. Their address is expansive yet precise, seeking clarity without abandoning grandeur. Together they show how Akenside adapts traditional vehicles of praise to modern themes, fostering a dialogue between mythic resonance, observation, and the desire for ordered understanding.

Public and satirical verse forms a notable strand. An Epistle to Curio and A British Philippic exemplify political engagement, confronting questions of conduct and responsibility in an idiom meant to persuade as well as rebuke. The Virtuoso turns to comic exposure of misguided curiosity, while The Poet. A Rhapsody reflects on vocation and art. Other pieces—Ambition and Content, Love. An Elegy, To Cordelia, and a Song—temper public intensity with personal feeling and ethical reflection. Across these works, Akenside’s moral concerns remain consistent: the testing of motives, the shaping power of ideals, and the claims of integrity within private and civic life.

Shorter inscriptions and epigrammatic pieces round out the collection, offering miniature tableaux that crystallize sentiment, place, or commemoration. Read together, all these works share unifying features: an elevated but measured style; sustained engagement with classical literature; and a persistent inquiry into imagination, virtue, and public responsibility. Their significance lies in how they articulate a mid-eighteenth-century synthesis of aesthetic, moral, and civic thought. The dated installments of The Pleasures of Imagination, alongside lyrics and hymns from earlier and later years, let readers witness an author steadily refining aims and methods, leaving a coherent, influential record of poetic and intellectual endeavor.
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    Mark Akenside (1721–1770), born at Newcastle upon Tyne and educated in medicine at Edinburgh (from 1739) before taking his M.D. at Leiden in 1744, wrote across the high tide of the British Enlightenment. Classical learning, Newtonian science, and polite letters converged in the London he entered in the mid-1740s, where Robert Dodsley published his work and the civil servant Jeremiah Dyson became his crucial patron. Akenside’s dual vocation as physician and poet placed him in the metropolitan institutions of knowledge—hospitals, the Royal College of Physicians, coffeehouses, and booksellers’ shops—while his verse conversed with the moral-aesthetic philosophy of Shaftesbury, Hutcheson, and Addison, and with the legacy of Pope and Thomson in fashioning a civic, philosophical poetry.

At the center of the collection stands The Pleasures of Imagination, first issued in 1744 and then subject to an extraordinary career-long revision: Book I reappeared in 1757, Book II in 1765, and Book III with the beginning of a Fourth Book in 1770. The poem treats the psychology and ethics of taste, drawing on Addison’s Spectator essays on imagination (1712), Longinus on the sublime, and the moral-sense tradition. Its successive recastings track mid-century shifts in aesthetics, especially after Edmund Burke’s Philosophical Enquiry (1757). The changing intellectual climate of London’s periodical press and debating societies supplied both readers and critics for Akenside’s evolving argument about perception, virtue, and public culture.

Akenside’s medical formation decisively shaped the scientific temper of the volume. He became a Fellow of the Royal College of Physicians in the 1750s and served at London hospitals such as St Thomas’s, absorbing the Baconian and Newtonian ethos that informs Hymn to Science and the georgic-natural theology of Hymn to the Naiads (1746). Classical personification and modern physics mingle as water, health, and civic prosperity are imagined within a providential order. Conversely, the satire The Virtuoso ridicules dilettante collecting and shallow experimentalism, targeting the social poseurs generated by a booming culture of instruments, cabinets, and demonstrations. Across these poems, Akenside aligns true inquiry with moral discipline and civic usefulness.

The political tumult of the 1740s and 1750s—Walpole’s fall (1742), William Pulteney’s elevation as Earl of Bath, the 1745 Jacobite rising, and the global wars of the era—shapes the civic rhetoric of pieces such as An Epistle to Curio and A British Philippic. Adopting Roman exempla and republican commonplaces, Akenside arraigns apostasy, corruption, and the exchange of public virtue for private preferment. The London opposition milieu around Dodsley’s shop nourished this idiom, while the expanding empire raised questions about liberty and luxury. Poems like Ambition and Content and The Poet. A Rhapsody measure the writer’s independence against court favor and party claims, situating authorship within the contested public sphere of Hanoverian Britain.

The many odes in the collection belong to the mid-century revival of the English ode, alongside William Collins and, slightly later, Thomas Gray. Their Horatian and Pindaric strains accommodate occasional, seasonal, and philosophical themes. The piece For the Winter Solstice, December 11, 1740 hails from the severe “Great Frost” of 1739–1740, when climatic extremity intersected with political and economic anxiety at the outset of the War of the Austrian Succession. Love. An Elegy, To Cordelia, and shorter songs participate in the culture of sensibility, where refined feeling was construed as ethical education. The lyric mode thus mediates between private passion and public virtue, an aesthetic pedagogy integral to Akenside’s program.

Neoclassical taste fostered the vogue for inscriptions and hymns to mythic powers, visible in Akenside’s Inscriptions and Hymn to the Naiads. This fashion intersected with antiquarianism, the Society of Dilettanti (founded 1734), and the landscaped estates of figures such as William Shenstone at The Leasowes, where lapidary verse framed vistas and morals. Akenside’s inscriptions emulate Greek and Roman epigraphy to consecrate places, virtues, or civic memories, domesticating antiquity for British settings. In these poems, pagan nomenclature and modern improvement cooperate: river-nymphs sanction drainage and trade; memorial stones instruct travelers. The classical past becomes a moral instrument for a commercial nation seeking dignity, continuity, and public spirit in its spaces.

The conditions of authorship in mid-eighteenth-century London—subscription publishing, powerful booksellers like Dodsley, and the rise of monthly reviews—shaped how Akenside’s works were produced and received. Dyson’s annuity enabled the long, exacting revisions of The Pleasures of Imagination, an unusual luxury amid competitive Grub Street economies. Polite reading societies, drawing rooms, and coffeehouses furnished settings where philosophical verse and civic satire could be debated. Critics such as William Warburton and, later, Samuel Johnson helped define canons and standards that framed Akenside’s reputation. His poems test the Augustan commitment to order and decorum while advancing a more introspective, affective account of imagination that would resonate beyond his lifetime.

Akenside’s last decade, coinciding with George III’s early reign and the Peace of Paris (1763), saw ongoing medical preferment and further poetic recasting; he held a court appointment as physician to Queen Charlotte during the 1760s. He died in London in 1770, the year Book III and the beginning of a Fourth Book of The Pleasures of Imagination appeared. The collected Poetical Works gathered his civic, scientific, lyrical, and inscriptional experiments into a coherent Enlightenment project. Later readers, including Romantic-era writers, recognized in his emphasis on imagination, moral sense, and nature a precursor to their own concerns. His oeuvre thus bridges Augustan rationalism and the emergent culture of sensibility and the sublime.
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    Of the Pleasures of the Imagination (1744), Books I–III

A philosophical poem in blank verse that traces the sources and operations of imagination in perceiving beauty and sublimity, and shows how cultivated taste refines morals and public virtue. The three books move from sensory delight to associative principles and finally to the ethical and civic uses of aesthetic experience.

Of the Pleasures of the Imagination, Revised Version (1757–1770), Books I–III and the Beginning of Book IV

Akenside’s unfinished reworking gives a more systematic account of the imagination, its education, and its role in society. The surviving fragment of Book IV points toward a planned treatment of the passions and the sublime.

Odes on Several Subjects, Book I

A sequence of elevated odes on liberty, friendship, religion, nature, and classical exemplars, uniting civic fervor with philosophical reflection. It includes occasional pieces such as the Winter Solstice ode, which meditates on time, change, and steadfastness.

Odes on Several Subjects, Book II

Later odes that continue the blend of public and private themes, praising virtue, the arts, and intellectual freedom while contemplating retirement and inner composure. The tone is at once patriotic and reflective.

Hymn to the Naiads (1746)

A mythic-pastoral celebration of freshwater deities as emblems of nature’s bounty and creative inspiration. It catalogs streams and rural scenes to moralize the harmony and beneficence of the natural world.

Inscriptions

Brief commemorative verses imagined for places, monuments, and books that compress moral, historical, or aesthetic reflections into epigrammatic form. They function as poetic tablets that fix meaning to landscape and artifact.

An Epistle to Curio

A political verse letter rebuking William Pulteney (‘Curio’) for deserting reform, contrasting true patriotism with self-serving ambition. It argues for integrity in public life and fidelity to the common good.

The Virtuoso

A satirical sketch of a dilettante collector whose trifling experiments and curiosities eclipse genuine understanding. It critiques superficial empiricism and misplaced curiosity.

Ambition and Content

A concise moral poem contrasting restless ambition with the peace of contentment. It counsels moderation and inner sufficiency as the surer path to happiness.

The Poet: A Rhapsody

A spirited meditation on the poet’s calling that laments societal neglect and corruption while asserting poetry’s moral reach and imaginative power. It moves between satire and defense of the art.

A British Philippic

A vehement national exhortation that condemns complacency and weak leadership. It calls for courage, reform, and civic virtue in the face of internal vice and external threat.

Hymn to Science

A panegyric to reason and scientific inquiry as liberating forces that elevate the human mind. It celebrates Enlightenment ideals and their promise for social improvement.

Love: An Elegy

A melancholy reflection on love’s absence or loss, tracing the speaker’s sorrow and the fleeting nature of joy. The tone is plaintive and contemplative.

To Cordelia

An address to a virtuous beloved under a classical name that praises constancy, gentleness, and esteem. It blends moral admiration with restrained affection.

Song

A brief lyric on love or friendship designed for musical setting, marked by clear imagery and graceful cadence.
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THE PLEASURES OF IMAGINATION.

    A POEM, IN THREE BOOKS.

[Greek: 'Asebous men 'estin 'anthropou tas para tou theou


charitas 'atimazein.]


EPICT. apud Arrian. II. 23.



THE DESIGN.

There are certain powers in human nature which seem to hold a middle
place between the organs of bodily sense and the faculties of moral
perception: they have been called by a very general name, the Powers
of Imagination. Like the external senses, they relate to matter and
motion; and, at the same time, give the mind ideas analogous to
those of moral approbation and dislike. As they are the inlets of
some of the most exquisite pleasures with which we are acquainted,
it has naturally happened that men of warm and sensible tempers have
sought means to recall the delightful perceptions which they afford,
independent of the objects which originally produced them. This gave
rise to the imitative or designing arts; some of which, as painting
and sculpture, directly copy the external appearances which were
admired in nature; others, as music and poetry, bring them back to
remembrance by signs universally established and understood.

But these arts, as they grew more correct and deliberate, were, of
course, led to extend their imitation beyond the peculiar objects of
the imaginative powers; especially poetry, which, making use of
language as the instrument by which it imitates, is consequently
become an unlimited representative of every species and mode of being.
Yet as their intention was only to express the objects of imagination,
and as they still abound chiefly in ideas of that class, they, of
course, retain their original character; and all the different
pleasures which they excite, are termed, in general, Pleasures of
Imagination.

The design of the following poem is to give a view of these in the
largest acceptation of the term; so that whatever our imagination
feels from the agreeable appearances of nature, and all the various
entertainment we meet with, either in poetry, painting, music, or
any of the elegant arts, might be deducible from one or other of
those principles in the constitution of the human mind which are
here established and explained.

In executing this general plan, it was necessary first of all to
distinguish the imagination from our other faculties; and in the
next place to characterise those original forms or properties of
being, about which it is conversant, and which are by nature adapted
to it, as light is to the eyes, or truth to the understanding. These
properties Mr. Addison had reduced to the three general classes of
greatness, novelty, and beauty; and into these we may analyse every
object, however complex, which, properly speaking, is delightful to
the imagination. But such an object may also include many other
sources of pleasure; and its beauty, or novelty, or grandeur, will
make a stronger impression by reason of this concurrence. Besides
which, the imitative arts, especially poetry, owe much of their
effect to a similar exhibition of properties quite foreign to the
imagination, insomuch that in every line of the most applauded poems,
we meet with either ideas drawn from the external senses, or truths
discovered to the understanding, or illustrations of contrivance and
final causes, or, above all the rest, with circumstances proper to
awaken and engage the passions. It was, therefore, necessary to
enumerate and exemplify these different species of pleasure;
especially that from the passions, which, as it is supreme in the
noblest work of human genius, so being in some particulars not a
little surprising, gave an opportunity to enliven the didactic turn
of the poem, by introducing an allegory to account for the appearance.

After these parts of the subject which hold chiefly of admiration,
or naturally warm and interest the mind, a pleasure of a very
different nature, that which arises from ridicule, came next to be
considered. As this is the foundation of the comic manner in all the
arts, and has been but very imperfectly treated by moral writers, it
was thought proper to give it a particular illustration, and to
distinguish the general sources from which the ridicule of
characters is derived. Here, too, a change of style became necessary;
such a one as might yet be consistent, if possible, with the general
taste of composition in the serious parts of the subject: nor is it
an easy task to give any tolerable force to images of this kind,
without running either into the gigantic expressions of the mock
heroic, or the familiar and poetical raillery of professed satire;
neither of which would have been proper here.

The materials of all imitation being thus laid open, nothing now
remained but to illustrate some particular pleasures which arise
either from the relations of different objects one to another, or
from the nature of imitation itself. Of the first kind is that
various and complicated resemblance existing between several parts
of the material and immaterial worlds, which is the foundation of
metaphor and wit. As it seems in a great measure to depend on the
early association of our ideas, and as this habit of associating is
the source of many pleasures and pains in life, and on that account
bears a great share in the influence of poetry and the other arts,
it is therefore mentioned here, and its effects described. Then
follows a general account of the production of these elegant arts,
and of the secondary pleasure, as it is called, arising from the
resemblance of their imitations to the original appearances of nature.
After which, the work concludes with some reflections on the general
conduct of the powers of imagination, and on their natural and moral
usefulness in life.

Concerning the manner or turn of composition which prevails in this
piece, little can be said with propriety by the author. He had two
models; that ancient and simple one of the first Grecian poets, as
it is refined by Virgil in the Georgics, and the familiar epistolary
way of Horace. This latter has several advantages. It admits of a
greater variety of style; it more readily engages the generality of
readers, as partaking more of the air of conversation; and,
especially with the assistance of rhyme, leads to a closer and more
concise expression. Add to this the example of the most perfect of
modern poets, who has so happily applied this manner to the noblest
parts of philosophy, that the public taste is in a great measure
formed to it alone. Yet, after all, the subject before us, tending
almost constantly to admiration and enthusiasm, seemed rather to
demand a more open, pathetic, and figured style. This, too, appeared
more natural, as the author's aim was not so much to give formal
precepts, or enter into the way of direct argumentation, as, by
exhibiting the most engaging prospects of nature, to enlarge and
harmonise the imagination, and by that means insensibly dispose the
minds of men to a similar taste and habit of thinking in religion,
morals, and civil life. 'Tis on this account that he is so careful
to point out the benevolent intention of the Author of Nature in
every principle of the human constitution here insisted on; and also
to unite the moral excellencies of life in the same point of view
with the mere external objects of good taste; thus recommending them
in common to our natural propensity for admiring what is beautiful
and lovely. The same views have also led him to introduce some
sentiments which may perhaps be looked upon as not quite direct to
the subject; but since they bear an obvious relation to it, the
authority of Virgil, the faultless model of didactic poetry, will
best support him in this particular. For the sentiments themselves
he makes no apology.
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ARGUMENT.

The subject proposed. Difficulty of treating it poetically. The
ideas of the Divine Mind the origin of every quality pleasing to the
imagination. The natural variety of constitution in the minds of men;
with its final cause. The idea of a fine imagination, and the state
of the mind in the enjoyment of those pleasures which it affords.
All the primary pleasures of the imagination result from the
perception of greatness, or wonderfulness, or beauty in objects. The
pleasure from greatness, with its final cause. Pleasure from novelty
or wonderfulness, with its final cause. Pleasure from beauty, with
its final cause. The connexion of beauty with truth and good,
applied to the conduct of life. Invitation to the study of moral
philosophy. The different degrees of beauty in different species of
objects; colour, shape, natural concretes, vegetables, animals, the
mind. The sublime, the fair, the wonderful of the mind. The
connexion of the imagination and the moral faculty. Conclusion.

With what attractive charms this goodly frame


Of Nature touches the consenting hearts


Of mortal men; and what the pleasing stores


Which beauteous Imitation thence derives


To deck the poet's or the painter's toil,


My verse unfolds. Attend, ye gentle Powers


Of musical delight! and while I sing


Your gifts, your honours, dance around my strain.


Thou, smiling queen of every tuneful breast,


Indulgent Fancy! from the fruitful banks                      10


Of Avon, whence thy rosy fingers cull


Fresh flowers and dews to sprinkle on the turf


Where Shakspeare lies, be present: and with thee


Let Fiction come, upon her vagrant wings


Wafting ten thousand colours through the air,


Which, by the glances of her magic eye,


She blends and shifts at will, through countless forms,


Her wild creation. Goddess of the lyre,


Which rules the accents of the moving sphere,


Wilt thou, eternal Harmony, descend                           20


And join this festive train? for with thee comes


The guide, the guardian of their lovely sports,


Majestic Truth; and where Truth deigns to come,


Her sister Liberty will not be far.


Be present all ye Genii, who conduct


The wandering footsteps of the youthful bard,


New to your springs and shades: who touch his ear


With finer sounds: who heighten to his eye


The bloom of Nature, and before him turn


The gayest, happiest attitude of things.                      30


Oft have the laws of each poetic strain


The critic-verse employ'd; yet still unsung


Lay this prime subject, though importing most


A poet's name: for fruitless is the attempt,


By dull obedience and by creeping toil


Obscure to conquer the severe ascent


Of high Parnassus. Nature's kindling breath


Must fire the chosen genius; Nature's hand


Must string his nerves, and imp his eagle-wings,


Impatient of the painful steep, to soar                       40


High as the summit; there to breathe at large


AEthereal air, with bards and sages old,


Immortal sons of praise. These flattering scenes,


To this neglected labour court my song;


Yet not unconscious what a doubtful task


To paint the finest features of the mind,


And to most subtile and mysterious things


Give colour, strength, and motion. But the love


Of Nature and the Muses bids explore,


Through secret paths erewhile untrod by man,                  50


The fair poetic region, to detect


Untasted springs, to drink inspiring draughts,


And shade my temples with unfading flowers


Cull'd from the laureate vale's profound recess,


Where never poet gain'd a wreath before.


From Heaven my strains begin: from Heaven descends


The flame of genius to the human breast,


And love and beauty, and poetic joy


And inspiration. Ere the radiant sun


Sprang from the east, or 'mid the vault of night              60


The moon suspended her serener lamp;


Ere mountains, woods, or streams adorn'd the globe,


Or Wisdom taught the sons of men her lore;


Then lived the Almighty One: then, deep retired


In his unfathom'd essence, view'd the forms,


The forms eternal of created things;


The radiant sun, the moon's nocturnal lamp,


The mountains, woods, and streams, the rolling globe,


And Wisdom's mien celestial. From the first


Of days, on them his love divine he fix'd,                    70


His admiration: till in time complete


What he admired and loved, his vital smile


Unfolded into being. Hence the breath


Of life informing each organic frame;


Hence the green earth, and wild resounding wares;


Hence light and shade alternate, warmth and cold,


And clear autumnal skies and vernal showers,


And all the fair variety of things.


But not alike to every mortal eye


Is this great scene unveil'd. For, since the claims           80


Of social life to different labours urge


The active powers of man, with wise intent


The hand of Nature on peculiar minds


Imprints a different bias, and to each


Decrees its province in the common toil.


To some she taught the fabric of the sphere,


The changeful moon, the circuit of the stars,


The golden zones of heaven; to some she gave


To weigh the moment of eternal things,


Of time, and space, and fate's unbroken chain,                90


And will's quick impulse; others by the hand


She led o'er vales and mountains, to explore


What healing virtue swells the tender veins


Of herbs and flowers; or what the beams of morn


Draw forth, distilling from the clifted rind


In balmy tears. But some, to higher hopes


Were destined; some within a finer mould


She wrought and temper'd with a purer flame.


To these the Sire Omnipotent unfolds


The world's harmonious volume, there to read                  100


The transcript of Himself. On every part


They trace the bright impressions of his hand:


In earth or air, the meadow's purple stores,


The moon's mild radiance, or the virgin's form


Blooming with rosy smiles, they see portray'd


That uncreated beauty, which delights


The Mind Supreme. They also feel her charms,


Enamour'd; they partake the eternal joy.
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