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PREFACE.

TrE great success of the two volumes of my
brother’s lectures—the first on ¢ English Lite-
rature,” and the second on ¢ History as illustrated
by Shakspeare’s Plays”—has induced me to
publish another series, still more complete, on the
“ British Poets,”” which was delivered by Mr. Reed
in 1841. These lectures are printed from the
author’s manuscript, with no other alteration than
the omission of passages which he had used in his
second course.

An addition has been made to these volumes of
two essays on kindred subjects,—one on ¢ English
Sonnets,” and another on ¢ Hartley Coleridge.”

The present volumes are probably the last of
: 5



6 PREFACE.

my brother’s works which I shall publish. The
lectures ValreadyDissued Ohave) been most kindly
received on both sides of the Atlantic; and it
would be ungraceful were I to omit, for myself
and his still nearer family, an expression of the
deep feeling with which this appreciation has

inspired us.
W. B. R.

PHILADELPHIA, February 13, 1857,
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LECTURES

ON

ENGLISH POETRY.

LECTURE I

Object of the course—Poetry the eminence of literature—The history
of literature illustrated by general history and biography—The
lives of Spenser and Milton—A catholic taste in poetry—
Variety of poetry—Intolerance of literary judgment—Rymer and
Voltaire on Shakspeare—Johnson on Milton—Jeffrey on Words-
worth—Qualifications of an enlightened critic— Utilitarian criticism
—The true use of poetry—Its depreciation and abuse—Albums and
scrap-books—Ben Jonson’s panegyric on his art—Wordsworth—
Object of these lectures not to encourage poetical composition—
Sydney’s Defence—Connection of poetry and science—The spirit
of our times—DMaterialism and infidelity—Influence on imaginative
power—Vindication of poetry.

THE course of Lectures I am about attempting is the
first of a contemplated series upon English Poetry, un-
dertakert as well from an uncalculating impulse, as from
a conviction that, in our systems of education, it is a
department more than any neglected. The treasures of
the Iinglish tongue are sacrificed to the attainment of

those which are more recondite in the dead or foreign
13



14 LECTURE FIRST.

languages.  As, year after year, I have wandered through
the forsaken région (if“F'may’be indulged in so far speak-
ing of myself) and contemplated the mighty achievements
of our English mind, a glowing admiration has kindled,
higher and higher, the hope that it might not be heyond
my strength to be the humble guide of others to the same
unfailing springs of intellectual happiness.

The portion of literature to be treated of is that which
may be regarded as its eminence,—its Poetry. I have
ventured to speak of it as the noblest portion of our noble
literature; and, if I shall succeed in awakening a thought-
ful admiration of that which has been given to the world
by the souls of mighty poets finding utterance in the
music of English words, that opinion will not be con-
demned for its extravagance. It is a large field to travel
over; and, therefore, among the introductory topics at pre-
sent to be noticed, it is necessary to advert to the general
plan, which will, however, more satisfactorily appear when
practically illustrated in the succeeding lectures. It will
be my aim to convey such information on the history of
English poetry as the circumstances under which we
meet will allow. To penetrate the obscurity of an early
age, and thence to trace the progress of poetry from its
rude beginnings down to modern years,—to show it in its
successive eras,—to discover the connection between the
poetry and the spirit of the age acting and reacting on
each other,—to see how at one time the muse has soared
and at another crept,—are topics which the idea of these
lectures comprehends, how far soever the execution may
fall short of it. And here let me beg your reflection on
the remark that there are few higher functions of criti-
¢ism than to reveal the connection between illustrious
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literary production and the contemporaneous state of
opinion and, feeling} and, to-show-especially the poet’s in-
spirvations in their relation to dominant thoughts and
passions. For it is mot to be questioned that, in Gtod’s
providence over the destinies of the human race, men are
called into being with powers to cheer or rebuke the spirit
of their times with voices prophetic of weal or wo.
This consideration with regard to literary history will,
therefore, involve, to a certain extent, allusion to what is
usually and eminently entitled history; I mean the narra-
tive of national events. Further than this, comprehensive
criticism embraces considerations of a biographical cha-
racter; for, in studying the works of genius, it is a matter
of no slight interest to examine the gradual structure, or
rather growth, of the individual powers that have produced
them. I should, for instance, deem that but an imperfect
comment on the Fairy Queen which took no heed of
the age in which its author lived,—a time animated by a
high, adventurous spirit, when the sentiment of chivalry
was still for a season outliving its institutions and usages,
and which the poet sought imaginatively to perpetuate in
his matehless allegory. It would also be a faulty negli-
gence to turn away from the personal history which por-
trays Spenser embodying his high imaginings while
dwelling in a barbarous island, and, at length, heart-
stricken with neglect and domestic sorrow. It comes
within the range of an enlarged ecriticism to tell of the
young instinets and presages of Milton’s genius, such as
break forth in the exquisite inspiration of Comus, and
thence to trace his sombre-coloured life till, after having
consorted with the stern Republicans, defending their
sternest deed and eculogizing their mightiest chieftain,
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he retired, in danger and the darkness of a hopeless
blindness, to, build rup,the-immortal epic of the Paradise
Lost.

But a course of literary lectures must comprehend more
than the communication of historical and biographical
facts, the details of which, orally addressed, are apt to be
unsatisfactory and often wearisome. The mind may be
oppressed by the accumulation of isolated facts, which are
never more troublesome than when unprovided with some
principle by means of which they may be marshalled into
order. A paramount object, therefore, which I have pro-
posed, is the cultivation of a theory of criticism to be
familiarized by application to the most worthy effusions
of the English muse, from the first great outbreak in the
happy freshness of Chaucer and the early nameless
minstrels, down to the majestic and meditative imagina-
tion of Wordsworth. When I speak of a theory of criti-
cism, let me not be understood as having in my thoughts
any hypothesis fashioned from the study of some parti-
cular form of poetic invention and narrowed to it, but an
ample groundwork, built in the philosophy of the human
spirit, and fitted, therefore, to sustain a catholic taste in
the estimate of literary productions. The mind is too
apt to become capricious and contracted, bigoted in its
literary creed, and cramped and enfecbled by a species of
favouritism ; so that nothing has been more common than
attempts to strip the laurel from the brow of a poet like
Pope, or to refuse it to that great living master of the art
who has passed, through the obloquy of a scornful igno-
rance, to his fame. In all this there is grievous error. And,
let me say, this narrowness of taste and judgment must
carry with it its own penalty; for greatly does it diminish
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the occasions of literary enjoyment. The intellect, like
the heart, has its hundred avenues of happiness, and it is
not wise to'close ‘or 'dbandon-afiy 'of them. The true aim
of every student should be to acquire a taste which,
while it can discriminate between the different endow-
ments of different minds, can also feed on all that genius
sets before it, no matter how various it may be. A
squeamish and fastidious taste in reading is a disease
which grows more and more inveterate with indulgence,
and, like a hypochondriac’s appetite, makes its victim
alike more helpless and more unhealthy. A taste strong
in health is not more ready to reject what is unwholesome
than to draw its nourishment from variety. The food of
the mind, like that of the body, is various, and the func-
tion of health is to assimilate to itself the variety which
nature proffers. It is the invalid whose delicate digestion
needs to be pampered with daintics. So is it with the
weak and uncultivated in intellect. Genius pours out
its abundance for them in vain. In this way arises
exclusive devotion to some one author, as if wisdom had
been his monopoly.  While the oracle of poetry is utter-
ing its inspirations in a thousand tomes, there are ears
which are deaf to all but one of the notes which issue
from the temple. Genius has its multitude of voices, like
nature with its scale of sounds, from the thunder rolling
along the heavens and echoed by Alps or Andes, down to
the whisper (to borrow one of Shakspeare’s sweet sen-

tences)—
© “As gentle
As zephyrs, blowing below the violet,
Not wagging his sweet head.”— Cymbeline.

Of this dulness congequent on contracted taste it would
VOL. 1. 2
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not be difficult to find instances to verify the observation.
But it is meve than-indiyidual malady, for it spreads into
an epidemic; and I shall hereafter have occasion to advert
to revolutions in literary opinion, and to show that the
feeblest voice had gained the public ear which was almost
closed to that of Milton, when he craved “fit audience,
though few,” while Cowley was earning his speedy popu-
larity; and, again, the glory of the older poets fading be-
fore the admiration of the high-wrought verse of Pope.
An illustration within our own memory was that declama-
tory, undisciplined, indiscriminate enthusiasm, which,
knowing no other inspiration, was in truth the poorest
tribute that could be paid to genius such as Lord Byron
unquestionably possessed. The domain of Parnassus is
not so narrow as to be susceptible of any such appropria-
tion. The sovereignty of even Homer or Shakspeare
could hold no exclusive usurpation. The sacred mount
is covered with the homesteads of the poets; some, in
modest humility, where its first declivity rises from the
level of the plain; others, midway up the mount; and
a few seated, where others durst not soar, high as the
summit in the upper air. The great endowment of poetry
has been bestowed in almost infinite degrees and forms;
and it is the office of philosophie criticism to trace it in
its truth wherever it may exist:—in the homely ballad
chanted in the nursery; in the traditionary songs of a
peasantry; in strains that have kindled the spirit of a
people in the hour of battle; in the softer melody of love;
in the mournful elegy; in the bitterness of satire; in
devotional hymns, the measured utterance of thanksgiving,
prayer, and praise; in the lofty aspirations of the medita-
tive ode; in the lifelike creation of the drama, gor-
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geous tragedy in sceptred pall;” and in the elaborate
structures of the rarely-attempted-epic. The taste thus
cultivated and strengthened will be safe from that narrow-
spirited habit which prostrates the intellect in its solitary
idolatry. The voice of the muse, come whence it may,
if it come in truth, will not come in vain; for the open
heart will give it entrance. So important do I consider
the possession of a catholic spirit in literature as the
means of enlarged intellectual enjoyment, that I shall
sedulously shun the adoption of any contracted poetical
system, directing my efforts rather, in the examination of
English poetry, so to discuss the subject as to assist not
only in discriminating, but in appreciating, the varieties
of merit.

The catalogue of English poets is voluminous. The
mere enumeration of them and of their writings—if it
were in my power to give—would consume the time which
will be at my command. TIn a course, therefore, of lectures
limited in number as well as length, some method must
be adopted in treating a subject which, of course, tran-
scends the necessary bounds. The annals of English
poetry offer a series of names known much more familiarly
than their productions, because fame has given them an
elevation in the midst of what Milton styles “the laureate
fraternity of poets.”” To such names the student of litera-
ture first turns his thoughts, seeking to justify their fame.
I propose, thercfore, in travelling through this wide and
populous region of literature, to select for especial exami-
nation the most illustrious poets who in regular suceession
have enriched the language from the period of its forma-
tion down to the present time. Besides, criticism on the
productions of the masters in an art possesses greater in-
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terest and value than on those which bear a fainter im-
pression of /thiestanipef| geniusCllt is in the school of
mighty artists that criticism itself is tanght. The critic
acquires skill by the modest contemplation—the affection-
ate study—of the works of genius. The great English
poets, arrayed as they may be in an almost unbroken
chronological series, stand as the types and emblems of
the literary spirit of their times; and thus the progress
of literature may be illustrated by the examination of
those who are most prominent in its successive eras.
This method will therefore be pursued, with occasional
notices of others less celebrated.

This method will, I trust, unless grievously deficient in
the execution, conduce to the attainment of the best
purposes of criticism, on which I desire to say a few
words before passing to other introductory topics. The
main design of poetry being to communicate, through the
medium of the imagination, pleasures of a highly-intel-
lectual and moral nature, the criticism which best sub-
serves the cause is that which illustrates and develops
qualities in poetical composition adapted to effect such
results. Fault-finding—so far from constituting, as is some-
times supposed, criticism—is but a subordinate function,
necessary, indeed, oceasionally to the formation of a diseri-
minating judgment. But, wheneverthe detection of poetical
irregularities and error is made the chie/ purpose, we suffer
ourselves to be cheated of the enjoyment which attends
that better habit of seeking for what gives pleasure in
preference to that which gives pain. The best criticism
ever produced has been that which had its birth in a
genial admiration—a love—of that on which it passes
judgment. The worst criticism is that which is en-
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gendered in apathy; spleen, or malice. There is no more
healthy mental exercise than the study of a great work of
art, if directed to the discovery of the elements of its
glory, to cause its sublimity or its beauty to be felt more
and more deeply, and not only felt, but understood, that
the understanding may have cognizance of that which the
heart has loved. It is to criticism thus conducted in the
spirit of faith and hope that genius vouchsafes to fnake
the most ample revelation of its glories.

It is important, too, to shun the habit of dogmatic criti-
cism. Itisasingular but familiar fact that men are never
more apt to be intolerant of difference of opinion than in
what concerns the mingled powers of judgment and feel-
ing denominated taste. I need suggest no other illustration
than the striking contrariety of judgment on the merits of
the most distinguished poets who have flourished in our own
times, the discussion of which I shall not now anticipate
by the expression of any opinion. To what is this owing?
Partly, no doubt, to variety of character, intellectual and
moral; to diversity of temperament and education; and
whatsoever else makes one man in some respects a differ-
ent being from his neichbour. Euch reader, as well as each
writer, has his peculiar bent of mind, his own way of
thinking and feeling; so that the passionate straing of
poetry will find an adaptation in the heart of one, while
its thoughtful, meditative inspirations will come home to
the heart of another. This consideration must not be
lost sight of, because it goes far toward allaying this
literary intolerance, which, like political or theological
intolerance, is doubly disastrous, for it at the same time
narrows a man’s sympathies and heightens his pride.
But the variety of mind or of general disposition will



22 LECTURE FIRST.

not wholly explain the variety of literary opinions. —After
making all dye allowance in_this respect, it is not to be
questioned that there is right judgment and wrong judg-
ment,—a sound taste and a sickly taste. There are opi-
nions which we may hold with a most entire conviction of
their truth, an absolute and imperious self-confidence, and
a judicial assurance that the contradictory tenets are ervors.
There is a poetry, for instance, of which a man may both
know and feel not only that it gives poetic gratification
to himself, but that it cannot fail to produce a like effect
on every well-constituted and well-educated mind.  When
an English critie, Rymer, some hundred and fifty years
ago, disloyal in his folly, pronounced the tragical part of
Othello to be plainly none other than a bloody farce, with-
out salt or savor,—when Voltaire scoffed at the tragedy of
Hamlet as a gross and barbarous picce, which would not
be tolerated by the vilest rabble of France or Italy, liken-
ing it (I give you his own words) to the fruit of the
imagination of a dranken savage,— when Steevens, an
editor of Shakspeare, said that an act of Parliament would
not be strong enough to compel the perusal of the sonnets
and other minor poems of the bard,—when Dr. Johnson
remarked that Paradise Lost might be read as a duty, but
could not be as a pleasure, and pronounced a sweeping
condemnation on Milton’s incomparable Lycidas,—when,
in our own day, a Scotch critic, Lord Jeffrey, declared of
Wordsworth’s majestic poem, The Kxcursion, that it
would never do,”’—in each of these opinions I know, as
anybody may, with a confidence not short of demonstra-
tion, I know that there was gross and grievous falsehood.
Now, if these opinions are defenceless on the score of
variety of mind, and safely to be stigmatized as rash and
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irrational judgments, it follows that there must exist prin-
ciples to guide'to' wise conclusions.”' ' And how is a theory
of criticism to be formed? How, in a matter in which
men are apt to think and feel so differently, to have such
various fancies, prejudices, and prepossessions,—how are
we to get at the truth? The process of criticism is a
process of induction; and, happily, we have the pages of
Spenser and Shakspeare and Milton to gather instruction
from ;—happily, I say, for no one is so bold or so stupid in
paradox as to question the sufficiency of such authorities.
But induction is something more than the gathering of
examples, more than what is often thought to be all-suf-
ficient,—mere observation and experiment. The pages
of the mighty poets cannot of themselves bestow the
power to recognise and to feel what they contain. All
their utterance may be unheeded; and it is only when
the human spirit has studied its own nature that the
sounds which before passed over it as idly and as. noise-
lessly as a floating cloud make the spiritual music which
is poetry. It is mot enough to know the voice and the
tones of poetry, but to discover the avenues of the human
heart which lie open to them, and which send back the
music echoed from its depths. These are the sources of
that wisdom which enables us to distinguish the truth
of poetic inspiration from that which is counterfeit and
delusive. I know not where else to search for the
elements of criticism than in the minstrelsy of the mighty
dead, and the life which is the pulse of every living heart.

It would not be inappropriate for me here to examins
what is the union of qualifications essential to the cha-
racter of an enlightened critic of poetry. There is needed
2 mind at once poetical and philosophical, with powers
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imaginative and analytical, and not merely the passive
recipiencyyofi /o /corrdet tiastey butthe quick sympathy of
an active imagination, untrammelled by conventional or
technical precepts; a natural sensibility; force and kindly
affections; avigorous and well-disciplined understanding;
and a judicial composure dwelling above the clouded and
fitful region of prejudice. Let me assure you that when
I look forth to the magnificent thenie which is before
me,—the vast compass of English poetry and its lofty
soarings,—no one is more painfully impressed than he
who is addressing you with the thought of how much is
demanded for the faithful execution of that which he has
undertaken.

.. I have already intimated an opinion that the noblest
“portion of a nation’s literature is its poetry. T am well
aware that this is a sentiment in which many minds will
be reluctant to concur, and that not a few will utterly
revolt at it. We live in an age whose favourite question
is, What is the use? The inquiry is a rational one; and
equally rational is the conclusion,— that what is useless
is contemptible. But the notion of utility is very various,
and we must be cautious that we are not condemning by
a false standard. In the common business transactions
of the world, men are very careful as to the weights and
measures they are dealing with. = The buyer of a yard
of cloth, or a chest of tea, or a prescription of medicine,
trusts to an accurate measurement as the means of giving
him all that he is entitled to, and, in the last case, saving
him from being drugged with more than his malady
makes inevitable. Now, when you turn from the world
of trade to the inner world of moral and intellectual
operations, you will see men weighing and measuring
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out their judgments and their sentiments with all the
confidence of/Togital dedibtion ftoni| their premises, not
dreaming that often in those premises lies the fallacy of a
false balance and a crooked rule. The mind, instead of
being traly poised, is often perversely planted; and it has
its makeweights in the shape of covert prejudices or
prepossessions, and thence come distorted judgments and
misdirected affections. Eminently is this the case in our
estimate of utility, for the obvious reason that, men pro-
posing to themselves different objects to be attained, a
pursuit is applauded as useful, or despised as the reverse,
just as it may happen to conduce to those ends respect-
ively. Thus, things are judged by standards never meant
for them,—a process as senseless as if one sought to
measure by a balance or to weigh by a foot-rule. The aim
of one man may be wealth; of another, power, political or
military; of another, notoriety or fame; of another, ease,
cating and drinking and sleeping; of another, knowledge
or literary cultivation; of another, the social amelioration
of mankind; or, of another, the enlargement of his whole
being by the improvement of every talent which God has
given him, and the further-looking hope of the promised
happiness of an hereafter. Hach one, by a process of
reasoning, equal, too, in logical accuracy, reaches a con-
clusion of his own. And thus the art of bookkeeping and
the tables of interest are useful; and so is the art of
cookery; and so is history, or politics, or the art of war; and
s0 s poetry ; and so is the Bible ;—all useful, cach in its own
—I need not add how different—way. But the moment
you begin to apply to any one the standard proper to
another, then comes error, with confusion on confusion.
Bspecially is this the case with regard to literature, and,
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most of all, to the higher department of imaginative
composition. The question to be discussed in its most
striking form’ ¢omes ‘directly to this :—What is the use of
poetry? Now, when a question of this sort is made, the
answer must depend very much on the temper and the
tone in which it is propounded. If it come with a self-
sufficient defiance of reply, with that scornful materialism
which recognises no standard of value but what affects
the outward man,—if it come from that quenchless spirit
of traffic whose element is the market, and which con-
centrates the intensity of man’s being—to describe it in a
familiar way—within that busy but small portion of the
day comprehended between the hours of nine and three,
making life a kind of bank-hour existence,— then, I say,
the question may, like Pilate’s, better remain unan-
swered; for the very faculties to be addressed are tor-
pid or dead, no more able to take cognizance of the
loftier aims of literature than the deaf to delight in music
or the blind in colours. There is a wide gulf separating
the cold, dark, and indurated heart of the sensual and
the mercenary from the imaginative and the spiritual;
and it is a vain and almost hopeless thing to try to send
the voice across it. If ever the blindness of the clouded
heart, purged away in any chance moment, catches a
glimpse of the glory enveloping the mighty poets, it sees
them only ¢as trees walking.”

But the inquiry as to the use of poetry may come in a
better shape,—the meek questioning of a docile doubs.
It may be the craving of a heart yet pure from the pride
of materialism in all its forms, and of a young imagina-
tion feeble in its apprehensions of imaginative truth; and
then no pains should be spared to convince that poetry
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has, in the highest and truest semse, its use. Criticism
has no more pregigus| pfficethamto give its aid “that men
may learn more worthily to understand and appreciate
what a glorious gift God bestows on a nation when he
gives them a poet.” A sense of the dignity of the sub-
Ject we are approaching makes me solicitous to contribute
something to the formation of correct opinion. It is
necessary to go to the root of what is erroneous, and to
lay the foundation broadly and deeply for sound prinei-
ples.  Let us, in the first place, observe what is the mode
of thinking prevalent in the estimate of poetical com-
position. T do not mean opinions expressed in the shape
of deliberately-framed propositions, but a state of opinion
which, while rarely venturing on such expressions, will
yet betray itself in numberless indirect forms equally
significant.  If any one will be at the trouble of obsery-
ing these, he can scarce fail to perceive signs of a low ap-
preciation of the imaginative department of literature,
whether considered in comparison or positively. It is
betrayed either by absolute meglect or by what is far
more injurious, because more plausible and offensive,—
the habit of alluding to poetry as a mere matter of senti-
mental recreation, or, at best, a species of elegant trifling,
congenial to effeminacy or immaturity of mind rather
than to the robust and manly energy of a ripened intellect.
I have little doubt that, in many minds, the first associa-
tion called up by the word “poetry” is the effusion of
that generous vanity which gratifies itself in a small way
on the pages of albums and scrap-books, and sometimes
by a more adventurous flight, as high as the corner of a
newspaper.  Observe, too, how the title of poet is con-
ferred—in apparent unconsciousness of any absurdity in
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such use of language—on any stripling, male or female,
who accomplishes  the; feat, of stringing together a few
sentimental rhymes; and what is more sickening to see
is the self-complacency with which the title is received
and worn. But the false opinions of poetry stop not at a
low estimate, for it is often seen to put on the form of
contemptuous repugnance. It is shunned as fostering a
dangerous, dreamy, visionary habit of mind, incompatible
with the demands of active life. Now, against the folly
involved in this egregious misappreciation of the worth
of genuine poetry it is hard to argue, for it seldom occurs
in the tangible form of distinct avowals. But that it
exists, and is influencing the direction of mental pursuits
and affecting the habitual tone of thought and feeling,
cannot be doubted by any one who will observe the
neglect of poetical literature, or the supercilious spirit
with which a poet’s endowments are regarded in com-
parison with qualifications for other departments of
intellectual occupation.

Tor this there must be some cause ;—something, too,
which sustains so wide-spread an error. IHalf the refuta-
tion of fallacy will often be the mere discovery of its
origin. There is confusion of mind on one point, which
greatly contributes to the mistaken opinions under dis-
cussion. I allude to the very common and superficial
error of identifying poetry with verse. That verse—the
melody of metre and rhyme—is the appropriate diction
of true poetry, its outward garb, (for a reason I shall
hereafter advert to,) is perfectly true; but then it is nothing
more than the outward form ; it is the dress and not the
body or the soul of poetry. Very far am I from enter-
taining those principles of criticism which recognise as
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poetry imaginative composition divested of metrical ex-
pression, whieh/\IVdeem Cits . haturalland essential form.
But then there may be the form without the appropriate
substance. The idea of poetry comprehends verse: but
there may be verse without a ray of poetry; and to sup-
pose that dexterity in versifying implies the endowment
of a poet’s powers is much the same confusion of thought
as to think that a military cloak makes a soldier, or an
ecclesiastical vestment makes a priest. Thought, whether
uttered in prose or verse, may undergo no change with
the change of the outward fashion. When verse is mis-
taken for poetry, diseredit is brought on the latter
because it is well known that the making of verses look-
ing indeed very like poetry is within the power of the
shallowest intellect. It may be the merest mechanism
conceivable. There is a multitude of verses with no more
of the life-blood of poetry than there is life in the tattered
garments dangling and fluttering on a stick to frighten
the fowls of the air from a growing crop. To place the
mere versifier in the same category with the genuine poet -
is the gross fallacy of giving to the butterfly, the bat, and
the winged insect brotherhood with the dove and the
eagle. It is a false affinity, from which true imagination
has always revolted. The classical student will, on a
moment’s reflection, recall the feelings in this particular
of more than one of the Roman satirists; but I know no
passage of the kind finer than one in which that vigorous
dramatist, Ben Jonson, at once spurns his false brethren
and vindicates his own high calling in a strain that rises
on the blast of a magnanimous indignation :—

“T can approve
The state of Poesy, such as it ig,
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Blessed, eternal, and most true divine.

Indeed, if you will look on Poesy

As she appears in many, poor and lame,
Patchied up'in Temnants’and ‘old worn-out rags,
Half starved for want of her peculiar food,
Sacred invention, then I must confirm

Both your conceit and censure of her merit:—
But view her in her glorious ornaments,
Attired in the majesty of Art,

Set high in spirit with the precious taste

Of sweet Philosophy; and, which is most,
Crowned with the rich traditions of a soul
That hates to have her dignity profaned

With any relish of an earthly thought:

Oh, then how proud a presence doth she bear!
Then she is like herself,—fit to be seen

Of none but grave and consecrated eyes.

Nor is it any blemish to her fame

That such lean, ignorant, and blasted wits,
Such brainless gulls, should utter their stolen wares
With such applauses in our vulgar ears;

Or that their slubbered lines have current pass
From the fat judgments of the multitude,

But that this barren and infected age

Should set no difference ’twixt these empty spirits
And a true poet, than which reverend name
Nothing can more adorn humanity.”

The reproach of the debasement of poetic ingpiration
to unworthy or corrupt uses is thus repelled by a later
poet when he proclaims that

¢« Deathless powers to verse belong;
And they like demigods are strong
On whom the Muses smile ;
But some their function have disclaimed,
Best pleased with what is aptliest framed
To enervate and defile.
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“Nor such the spirit-stirring note
When the live chords Alesus smote
Inflamed by sense of wrong.
‘Woe ! woe to tyrants!’ from the Iyre
Broke threateningly, in sparkles dire
Of fierce, vindictive song.

“And not unhallowed was the page,
By wingéd love inseribed to assuage
The pangs of vain pursuit;
Love listening whilo the Lesbian maid
With finest touch of passion swayed
Her own olian lute.”#

Let me here remark that the purpose of this course is
not to encourage poetical composition. I have no such
thought; but T am not without a hope that it may so far
contribute to the appreciation of the poetic function as to
prevent the puny ambition of weaving verses under the
delusion that the production is poetry. It is a weak
waste of time, requiring very little intellect, no feeling,
and no imagination, and yet very apt to foster a habit of
self-beguiling vanity. This course on the. English Poets
1 to persuade not to the writing, but to the reading, of
poetry.  ‘Where the rare inspiration does exist, it is a fire
self-sustaining in the spirit to which it is given, and the
stranger’s hand can neither fan nor quench it. It has been
finely remarked that there can be poetry in the writings
of few men, but it ought to be in the hearts and lives of all.

This cause just noticed is not adequate fully to explain
the phenomena of opinions under discussion. There
must be some deeper and more abiding motive for the
tendency to disparage the productions of imagination.

# Wordsworth’s ¢ September.”
P
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The defence of poetry is no new topic. In entering on
the illustration of this department of Hnglish Literature,
T feel as if 1 could scarce vehture to advance without
vindicating the worth and dignity of the subject; and
when I reflect that, very nearly three hundred years ago,
there was given to the world a celebrated treatise on this
very subject, it js impossible to avoid the conclusion that
there must be some cause, deep seated in the nature of
mankind and stronger than any temporary or local in-
fluence, which engenders mistaken notions respecting this
department of imaginative literature. I cannot omit
commending to the student of English literature the
treatise alluded to,—The Defence of Poetry, by Sir Philip
Sydney,”’—as well for its intrinsic merit, and as the pro-
duction of the earliest good prose-writer in the language,
as for the distinguished interest attaching to the personal
character and history of the author,—the matchless model
of a modern knight,—a soldier, a statesman, and a scholar,
over whose early death on the field of battle a whole
kingdom mourned, and of whom a literary antiquary has
asserted that two hundred authors could be counted who
have spoken his praises. I have,” are Sydney’s words,
“just cause to make a pitiful defence of poor Poetry,
which, from almost the highest estimation of learning,
has fallen to be the laughing-stock of children.” Ie
figuratively addressed his contemporaries “as born so
near the dull-making cataract of Nilus that they could
not hear the planet-like music of Poetry; as having so
earth-creeping minds that they could not lift themselves
to the sky of Poetry.”” Some verses written by an ob-
scure poet shortly after the ¢ Defence” thus acknow-
ledged the benefit it conferred :—
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¢ Good poets were in high esteem
When learning @rew in pricel;
Their virtue and their vérse did seem
A great rebuke to vice.

“With blunt, base people of small sense
They fall now in disdain;
But Sydney’s book in their defence
Did raise them up again ;

“And sets them next divines in rank,
As members meet and fit
To strike the world’s blind holdness blank
And whet the bluntest wit.”

But, after all, poetry must be its own vindication; and
it is an interesting fact that, at the very time Sydney was
composing his defence, Spenser and Shakspeare were re-
volving the elements of their great imaginings. The
dulness Sydney complained of was the dark hour before
the coming dawn. His plea touched the slumbering
spitit of his nation, like the breath of morning, waking
them to a day more glorious than ever shone on the
human intellect.

I have alluded to Sir Philip Sydney’s work, not only
because its rank in FEnglish literature entitles it to passing
notice, but because it shows a depreciation of the poetic
art in various ages. I doubt not it is a prejudice as an-
cient as poetry itself, and that it will last while the world
lasts, modified, indeed, as I shall endeavour presently to
show, by the distinctive spirit of the times. The con-
stitutional infirmity of man is his proneness to material-
ism. T use the word in its largest sense, to express the
tendency to limit our aims and desires to results which

are called practical because they are palpable and mea-
VOL. I. 3
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surable; the overvaluing the world of sense and the con-
sequent urdérvaluing’ the-world-of spirit; the forgetful-
ness of the nobler part of our complex nature,—the inner
life, because the calls for outward life are louder and un-
ceasing. It brings, too, the inability to rise under the
pressure of that narrow period enveloping each passing
point of time which we call the present; and thus, just in
proportion as the heart becomes materialized, does it go
stumbling on in its blindness, borrowing no ray from past
or future, each step with no more than its own light, and
that not from the spiritual within, but the dim glimmering
of the senses. One generation may be more imbruted in
its sensuality than another,—one race more than another;
as the same clime where breathed the Athenian fed the
Spartan and the Beeotian. But the common curse upon
humanity is that it is of the earth, carthy. Whatever
conflicts with this corruption is doomed to encounter neg-
lect and obloquy. The functions of all true poetry are
spiritual. Whatever form the prejudice may assume,—
whether ignorant or contemptuous neglect or direct re-
probation,—the solution of it is to be found in the con-
trariety between the works of pure imagination and a
corrupt tendency of human nature; that which is mate-
vial perpetually striving for ascendency over that which
ia spiritual. In the palmy days of Grecian mythology
there were, I doubt not, those who deemed the acorns
that fell from the mysterious oaks at Dodona more pre-
cious than the inspirations uttered from those sacred
aroves.

This influence, common to all ages of the world be-
cause constitutional to humanity, may be aggravated by
other agencies in different ages of civilization. Our own
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has its marked characteristics,—its good and its evil ten-
dencies. I should very inadequately-discuss the subject
under consideration were I to omit to inquire in what
the spirit of our times affects the appreciation of the
works of imagination; whether the faculty embodies the
creations on the canvas, or in marble, or in the noblest
mould of inventive genius,—in language. The principles
of this discussion have, it may be readily seen, an applica-
tion to the province of the painter and the sculptor as
well as to the most intellectual of the Fine Arts, which
forms our subject. The age we live in claims to be in
an uncommon degree enlightened. And what are the
grounds of its pride? During the past thirty or forty
years, advances have been made in the physical sciences
transcending, as far as we have the means of comparison,
any thing achieved in the same department in any former
period of the world. The vesults of this development
are manifest in all the avenues of civilization ; and so
multitudinous are the combinations of material agencies,
such the intellectual mastery over the blind elements, that
10 limit seems to be set in this respect to human expec-
tation. The mind has scarce time to recover from its
admiration of some invention or achievement by powers
disclosed by mechanical science, before it is called away
to some new exploit. It is but lately, for instance, that
the continents of Kurope and America have suddenly
been, to all practical purposes, brought twice as near to
each other as they ever were before. Again, within a
year or so, we were told that a French chemist had gained
the power of giving permanency to the fleeting reflections
of a mirror: that was listened to with astonishment, and
something of incredulity, which have now passed wholly
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away. And thus we seem to be living amid a succession
of nine-dayy\\ondérs) . (To Treghrd this state of things
with regret or complaint would obviously be in a high
degree irrational as well as unmanly. On the contrary,
the prodigious progress of physical science and the attend-
ant arts is a fit subject of congratulation, bringing, as it
docs, manifold amelioration in all that concerns our
physical existence. Besides, I could not bring myself to
indulge for one moment a sentiment of jealousy or dis-
paragement of physical seience; for often have I witnessed
with admiration the single-hearted devotion of the man
of science to the vast department of his investigations,—
single-hearted in his seeking after éruth, and indignant at
the utilitarian question which would limit the range of
inquiry to obvious and immediate results. The genius
of true poetry is not daunted by the speed of science.
But there is an inquiry of grave import, which, in our ex-
ultation, we are apt to overlook. The peril incident to
fallen humanity is forgotten,—that blessings come not un-
alloyed, and that, abused, they may be perverted into
evils. Tt is fit, therefore, to ask whether the improve-
ments upon which our age prides itself are so absolutely
unqualified as to justify the rather-contemptuous com-
passion for the unilluminated condition of our fore-
fathers. Is it all profit and no loss? Are we quite safe
in reposing upon our gains with a confidence that no-
thing of our treasures has imperceptibly been allowed to
pass away? In noticing what I believe to be some of
the characteristic errors and frailties of our times, I
am anxious to speak with modesty; and therefore I
quote the language of an author by whom it has been
well remarked that, “in regard to the supposed superiority
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of the present age, the mistake arises in various ways.
A part of knowledge, perhaps-the léast important, is put
for the whole; no balance is struck between what is
gained in one department and what is lost in another;
the worthiness of the ends pursued is not considered in
determining the value of the means; the economy of
wealth is taken as the measure of national welfare; legis-
lation passes for jurisprudence. So, again, the study of
nature may have flourished, the study of mind may have
drooped ; the arts of life may have advanced, domestic
wisdom may have lost ground; education may have been
diffused, learning may have declined. All our gains are
counted ; but our losses are not set against them. And,
again, personal comfort, convenience, or luxury, mental
or bodily, is openly proposed, not only as the best, but as
the only, object of intellectual pursuit ; whereas, formerly,
the search of truth was supposed to bring its own recom-
pense. Thus, a lower end is substituted for a higher; and
by overstating the claims of our fellow-creatures, once too
much neglected in these studies, we forget the more sub-
lime relation between the human spirit and the God who
gave it.”’ » .
These traits in the spirit of our times are characterized
by another writer, in an eloquent and philosophical pas-
sage bearing more immediately on the subject I am dis-
cussing. “Men have been pressing forward for some
time in a path which has betrayed by its fruitfulness,
furnishing them constant employment for picking up
things about their feet when thoughts were perishing in
their minds. While mechanic arts, manufactures, agri-
culture, commerce, and. all those products of knowledge
which are confined to gross, definite, and tangible objects,
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have, with the aid of experimental philosophy, been every
day putting’ on’ more brilliant ¢olours, the splendour of
imagination has been fading. ~Sensibility, which was
formerly a generous nursling of rude nature, has been
chased from its ancient range in the wide domain of
patriotism and religion, with the weapons of derision, by
a shadow calling itself Good Sense; calculations of pre-
sumptuous expediency, groping its way among partial and
temporary consequences, have been substituted for the
dictates of paramount and infallible conscience, the su-
preme embracer of consequences; lifeless and circumspect
decencies have banished the graceful negligence and
unsuspicious dignity of virtue.” It is scarcely necessary
to remark that an age thus characterized must be in a
great degree unimaginative and its tendencies adverse to
poetic culture. Look round upon society, and you behold
on every side symptoms of restless curiosity, and the love
of outward excitement stimulated to so high a pitch that
the strenuous exercises of imagination and all spiritual
thought are neglected as uncongenial or despised as
visionary. We live in turmoil; and the man who dares
to pause but for brief meditation is in danger of being
trodden down by the throng that is pressing forward.
Philosophy must deal with handicrafts, with steam, with
the crucible, with magnetism, with storms, with manufac-
tures, with exports and imports and the currency; but,
if it seek its ancient track,—the human spirit and all the
immaterial life that 7 sustains,—the world turns away from
it as from useless scholastic speculation. Tt may be tole-
rated as a piece of monastic harmlessness, but no more, in
the necessities of over-active cxistence. In a state of
opinion where such principles are dominant, poetry of a
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high order will in vain claim from the many the affection-
ate homage\which | ity (votazies | render. In the strife
between the antagonist elements of our complex being
the mastery is too often won by the sensual over the
spiritual; and hence it is that man is said to live by sight
rather. than by faith,—a life adverse alike to all that is
religious and all that is imaginative. A great poet, stand-
ing by the seaside, conscious of the influence of natural
objects, and conscious, too, of the apathy of a worldly-
minded generation, boldly recoils from the materialism
and infidelity of a Christian age as more uncongenial than
the fond aspirations even of Paganism.

“The world is too much with us. Late and soon,
Getting and spending, we lay waste our powers:
Little we see in nature that is ours;

We have given our hearts away,—a sordid boon!
This sea, that bares her bosom to the moon,—
The winds, that will be howling at all hours,
And are up-gathered now like sleeping flowers,—
For this, for every thing, we are out of tune;
It moves us not. Great God! I'drather be
A Pagan suckled in a creed outworn ;
So might I, standing on this pleasant lea,
Have glimpses that would make me less forlorn
Have sight of Proteus rising from the sea,
Or hear old Triton blow his wreathéd horn.”

There is another influence adverse to imaginative cul-
ture. It is not only that one part of knowledge, and that
not affecting the highest and most permanent interests of
mankind, has usurped too large a space in the public
thought, but there has been a tendency to unequal culti-
vation of some of the chief faculties of the mind. This
is not the occasion to examine that modern mental philo-
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sophy which, rife especially on the rank soil of France
and in the\years | of Gty fevblutich, was disseminated in
the latter part of the last century. Enough for my pre-
sent purpose is it to say that it gave to one power of the
mind a supremacy which has proved injurious to the just
distribution of all. The calculating faculty of the under-
standing has been made the sole arbiter to which the
other reflective faculties and imagination and the moral
powers are to bow as vassals. This has led to a false con-
fidence in a dangerous guide; for never is man move apt
to go astray than when, casting away all other light, he
follows implicitly the leading of mere reasoning. Reason,
(T use the term in the sense of the logical faculty,) alien-
ating itself in its usurpations from the other powers,
becomes wilful, rash, and tyrannous. Thence comes a
self-confidence in the age which casts off time-honoured
associations with the past, and thus, to borrow a fine
expression, “covenant is broken with the mighty dead.”
Thence come the thousand theories which unceasingly
are flitting across the public mind :—theories of education,
mental and bodily, theories of social and political rege-
neration, and theories of religion. Thence has come the
revolution we have witnessed in the fashion of children’s
books; the healthy, imaginative, old-fashioned story-books
displaced by preposterous devices to fill the young heart
with pedantry. We are cramped by false and narrow
systems of metaphysics, teaching that wisdom is to be
drawn from one reservoir, when, the truth is, it is flowing
from a hundred springs,—imagination, the affections, faith,
prayer, and whatever else helps to guide and chasten
intellectual action. There is a danger, it has been well
said, ‘“that the perfections and achievements of intellect
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will be too much prized, too much desired, too mmch
sought for. = Already ithere; are many who expect frym
human knowledge the work of divine grace. Science
has made man master of matter; it has enabled him to
calculate the revolutions of nature, to multiply his own
powers beyond all that was dreamed of spell or talisman :
and now it is confidently prophesied that another science
is to remove all the moral and political evils of the planet;
that by analyzing the passions we shall learn to govern
them; and that, when the science of education is grown
of age, virtue will be taught as easily as arithmetic and
comprehended as readily as geometry with the aid of
wooden diagrams. Let us not be deceived. ¢Leviathan
is not so tamed.” The tree of knowledge is not* the tree
of life.”

I am speaking of the propensity of the age,—a pro-
pensity happily controlled by salutary checks. But, if any
one desire to know what is the utmost peril when such
restraints are removed, he may turn to the spectacle of
revolutionary France, when, in the highest paroxysm of
rational regeneration, there was paraded a living repre-
sentation of the goddess of Reason, which the philosophers
bade the people worship; and what the idol was I dare
not venture even to name to you.

But, bringing these general observations to bear upon
our subject,—when such a condition of thought becomes
predominant, in what estimation may we expect to find
the power of imagination? Very much what in point
of fact may be observed to exist. It will be regarded as
that faculty which gives birth to novels and romances
and other idle fictions; which leads men into wild
and extravagant speculations and tempts some to add



42 LECTURE FIRST.

superfluous ornaments to their statements of matters
of fact.  What, is the nature and the true functions of
genuine imagination I shall endéavour to show hereafter,
my present purpose being only to suggest how a particular
habit of opinion may bring disparagement upon one of
the chief endowments of the human spirit. Vibrating
as the judgment is apt to do from one extreme to another,
the question may be asked, whether the censure of undue
exaltation of the reasoning faculties is meant to be dis-
suasive from its cultivation or to suggest the propriety of
suspending them by processes of the imagination. I
have intimated nothing of the kind. The error would
then be great, though in another direction. The dispro-
portionate exercise of our faculties is an evil, no matter
what the disproportion may chance to be. 'When I com-
plain that one of these faculties is neglected and often
sacrificed, it would be strange indeed were I to fall into
the snare of encouraging a like neglect of others. On
this point let me sustain myself by what seems to me the
wise authority of an eloquent writer :—

«The imagination, if left without restraint to follow its
own conceits, is vain and wild, and teems with fantastic
superstitions; the understanding, unless other powers ele-
vate and ennoble it, is narrow and partial and empirical
and superficial. While the reason is cultivated, let not
the other faculties be neglected; let it substantiate its
forms and give them a body of sound experiential and
historical knowledge; and let mot this hody be without
the beautiful, ever-varying hues, the glowing flushes and
ardent glances, of the imagination. 8o may it become an
edifice wherein wisdom may not be ashamed to take up
her dwelling. No one of the powers with which God
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has endowed us is useless; no one is meant to lie waste,
no one to run’waste: ' “Only when'-they are knit together
and working in unison and harmony may we hope that
the vision of truth will descend upon them.”

I have thus endeavoured to trace to its sources the
tendency to disparage the study of poetry as an in-
tellectual occupation. If we can satisfy our minds
that such a state of opinion has its origin in the causes
suggested,—the indiscriminate confusion of all verse, no
matter how vapid and unimaginative, with true poetry;
the perpetual, because constitutional, proneness to suffer
materialism and materialized notions to encroach on the
spiritual endowments of humanity; the almost exclusive
appropriation of the title of philosophy to mechanical
science, looking only to the world of sense; and the undue
exaltation of the reasoning faculty over all other mental
powers,—it is enough to bring somewhat of conviction
that the opinion itself is error. But the refutation of
objections is not enough: a subject must be set on the
independent foundation of its own principles. I have
felt that I could not safely advance without an attempt to
dispose of the preliminary considerations which have
been noticed. This makes it necessary to defer to the
next lecture the main introductory subject,—the nature
of Poetry, with an examination of its inspiration, its
relation to the Fine Arts, and the moral uses of a culti-
vated imagination,—and, after that, to proceed to the
glorious registry of our English poets.

In conclusion, one word of a personal nature. Thig
course of lectures has been prompted by the belief that
it was due from me to this community, considering my
position in this ancient Philadelphia institution. It is
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the result of mature reflection, with a full sense of the
obstacles and discouragements which it may encounter.
Be those, discouragements. what. they may, standing on
the ground of duty, this post of mine shall not be
deserted. I have sought to place before the public a
plan the subject of which I know to be worthy their
consideration. But how far the lecturer may be esteemed
competent to the task he has ventured on, it would be
indecorous for me to indulge the most distant fancy. It
will not, however, be too much for me to say that I stand
here not a suppliant for favours, but with the conscious-
ness of a single and an honourable purpose in the cause
of literature; and to add that, while I form no conjecture
how many of my friends T may have the pleasure of see-
ing here again, no contingency of that sort shall prevent
the prosecution of this enterprise to its completion.
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The nature of Poetry and its ministrations—Imaginative eapacity—
Lord Bacon’s view—Milton’s — Poetry a divine emanation — Its
foundation is truth—The truth of inner life—Painting and Sculp-
ture—Poetry an imitative art—The Child and the Shell—Secientific
investigation of truth—Human sympathy cultivated by Poetry—
Immortality—Spiritual aspirations—Stoicism irreconcilable with
Poetry—Loyalty and ehivalry—The songs of Israel—Taste, a wropg
name — Mental inactivity inconsistent with ecriticism — Due pro-
portion of intellectual powers — Walter Scott and Sir Philip
Sydney.

Having, in my last lecture, endeavoured to remove
some preliminary obstacles to an entrance on our subject,
I wish now to proceed to the consideration of the nature
of poetry and its ministrations, the poet’s mission to his
fellow-beings, and his powers. This is equivalent to an
examination of the faculty of imagination; for poetry is
the voice of imagination. The two are inseparable ; and
it is one and the same thing to study the nature of that
endowment, the moral uses of a cultivated imagination,
and the purposes of genuine poetry.

The duty of cultivation, let me observe in the first
place, rests on the possession of each power of the human
mind.  One of the universal endowments, infinitely dif-
ferent indeed in its degrees, is the faculty of imagination 5
and it-would be strangely interpreting God’s scheme in
the government of the world to suppose that this mighty

4
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power was bestowed for no other than the pitiful offices
often deemed its distinctive functions. It has more
precious trusts than the production of tawdry romances
or sentimental novels. The very existence of imagina-
tion is a proof that it is an agency which may be
improved to our good or neglected and abused to our
harm. Even if it were beyond our comprehension to
conceive how it may be auxiliary to humanity, it would
be no more than a simple impulse of faith to feel that,
so surely as it ¢s an element implanted in our nature, it is
there to be nurtured and strengthened by thoughtful
exercise. But we are not left to the strenuous effort
of implicit faith; for the purposes of the endowment are
manifest and multifarious. It has been well demanded,
«“To what end have we been endowed with the creative
faculty of the imagination, which, glancing from heaven
to earth, from earth to heaven, vivifies what to the eye
seems lifeless and actuates what to the eye seems torpid,
combines and harmonizes what to the eye seems broken
and disjointed, and infuses a soul with thought and
feeling into the multitudinous fleeting phantasmagoria
of the senses?! To what end have we been so richly
endowed, unless—as the prime object and appointed
task of the reason is to detect and apprehend the laws by
which the almighty Lawgiver upholds and ordains the
world he has created —it be in like manner the province
and the duty of the imagination to employ itself diligently
in perusing and studying the symbolical characters where-
with God has engraven the revelations of his goodness on
the interminable seroll of the visible universe?”’

But it is important to cite the highest possible
authority; and I know not where I can better look for
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it than in that almost superhuman survey of human
knowledge contained. in the philosophy of Lord Bacon.
Words of wisdoh' are’ there “which cast their light on
almost all the paths of mental inquiry; and on the
present occasion I seek them with special earnestness,
because of the superficial notion that the Baconian
philosophy took thought of the domains of only physical
investigation. It can, however, be shown that among
the objects of inquiry to which he pointed attention was,
how the imagination may be fortified and exalted ; and
his brief but celehrated passage on Poetry may be aptly
repeated :— The use of this feigned history hath been to
give some shadow of satisfaction to the mind of man in
those points wherein the nature of things doth deny it,
the world being, in proportion, inferior to the soul; by
reason whereof there is, agreeable to the spirit of man, a
more ample greatness, a more exact goodness, and a more
absolute variety, than can be found in the nature of
things. Therefore, because the acts or events of true
history have not that magnitude which satisfieth the
mind of man, poesy feigneth acts and events greater
and more heroical; because true history propoundeth the
successes and issues of actions not so agreeable to the
merit of virtue and vice, therefore poesy feigns them
more just in retribution and more according tc revealed
providence; because history representeth actions and
events more ordinary and less interchanged, thercfore
poesy endueth them with more rareness and more
unexpected variations: o, as it appeareth, that poesy serv-
eth and conferreth to magnanimity and delectation; and,
therefore, it was ever thought to have some participation
of divineness, because it doth raise and erect the mind
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by submitting the shews of things to the desires of the
mind; whereas reagon- doth buckle and bow the mind
unto the nature of things.”

In these pregnant sentences, worthy of deep reflection,
may be discovered the germs of the whole philosophy of
poetry; and he who will follow as far as they light him
in the paths of truth will leave far behind the questions
and the cavils respecting the endowments of imagination.
T have no desire to lead you into the tangles of meta-
physics; but I beg your reflection on the passage cited,
because it is the highest authority to be found in philo-
sophy. The leading thought in this profound meditation
of Bacon’s, as I understand it, is that there dwells in the
human soul a sense—a faculty—a power of some kind,
call it by what name you may—which craves more than
this world affords, and which gives birth to aspirations
after something better than the events of our common
life; and that the poet’s function is to minister to this
want. From the earliest records of literature, the crea-
tions of poetry in all ages have found a congeniality in
the breast of man, though the world might be searched
in vain for the archetypes of those creations. A great

modern poet boldly tells us of
“The gleam,
The light that never was on sea or land,
The consecration, and the poet’s dream.”

and yet the heart takes those dreams home. to itself for
realities. Humanly speaking, this is mysterious in our
nature. When a mind like Bacon’s is brought to the
contemplation, it penetrates to the centre of the mystery,
and intimates that the solution is to be found only in the
inspired record of the history of the human soul; that its
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mingled majesty and. poverty, its aspiration and its desti-
tution, are to 'bé ‘traced to the fall from primeval purity.
There was a time when the human soul and the world in
which it was dwelling were better mated; when the dis-
cord and incongruity deseribed by Bacon had not begun :—

“Upon the breast of new-created earth
Man walked ; and when and wheresoe’er he moved,
Alone, or mated, solitude was not.
He heard upon the wind the articulate voice
Of God; and angels to his sight appeared,
Crowning the glorious hills of Paradise,
Or through the groves gliding, like morning mist
Enkindled by the sun. He sat and talked
With wingéd messengers, who daily brought
To his small island in the ethereal deep
Tidings of joy and love.”

The loss of innocence was the beginning of a new era
in the history of our race. I have no desire to indulge in
speculation on a subject which has perplexed theology;
enough is it to believe what we are taught by God’s own
word :—that the fall was a moral and physical revolution.
But we are not taught, ecither by that oracle or by the
study of the mind, that the primal glory was wholly
quenched. The faculties of man, fearfully disordered
and corrupted, had still some remnant of their original
endowments; and, to the mind of the great English sage,
the aspirations of poetry appeared as the struggles of a
once pure but fallen humanity,—the strife of the mingled
elements of our nature,—the image of the Deity in which
man was created, and the dust into which his soul was
breathed.

From Tord Bacon’s magnificent exposition I must

Pass on to another great tribute paid to poetry. His was
VOL. I 4
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the thought of the philosopher calmly looking (as Cowley
said of him)\f¥frénithe) mountainstop of his exalted wit.”
Let me, in the next place, offer to your consideration some
of the expressions of the lofty ideas of a poet upon his
own art. I do not wish to anticipate what I shall have
to say hereafter in the course respecting the great English
epic poet; but I need his authority for the worth of poetic
wisdom, coming as it does with such weight from one who
realized so gloriously his own high conceptions of his calling.
Tn the spirit of Milton, imagination brought an in-
stinctive sense of its majesty, which bursts forth in its own
sublime vindication,—probably the most eloquent annun-
ciation of the functions of the imagination ever uttered.
¢«These abilities, (by which the grandest poetry is pro-
duced,) wheresoever they be found, are the inspirved gift
of God, and are of power, beside the office of a pulpit
to unbind and cherish in a great people the seeds of
virtue and public civility, to allay the perturbations of the
mind and set the affections in right tune; to celebrate
in glorious and lofty hymns the throne and equipage
of God’s almightiness, and what he works and what he
suffers to be wrought with high providence in his church;
to sing victorious agonies of martyrs and saints, the deeds
and triumphs of pious nations doing valiantly through
faith against the enemies of Christ; to deplore the general
relapses of kingdoms and states from justice and God’s
true worship.  Lastly, whatsoever in religion is holy and
sublime, in virtue amiable or grave,—whatsoever hath
passion or admiration in all the changes of that which is
called fortune from without, or the wily subtilities and re-
fluxes of man’s thought from within,—all these things, with
asolid and treatable smoothness, to point out and describe.”
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With such thoughts of the poet’s office, Milton went on
in a prophetic mood to covenant for the production, after
some years, of a work “not to be raised from the heat of
youth or the vapours of wine, iike that which flows at
waste from the pen of some vulgar amourist or the trencher-
fury of a rhyming parasite,—not to be obtained by in-
vocation of Dame Memory and her siren daughter,— but
by devout prayer to that eternal Spirit who can enrich
with «ll witerance and knowledge, and sends out his sera-
phim, with the hallowed fire of his altar, to touch and
purify the lips of whom he pleases.”’

After this, need I seek to accumulate authorities? What
more could be added to language radiant with the yet-dis-
tant splendour of the Paradise Lost? Leaving far beneath
all the low and little estimates of poetry, it is worthy of
meditation that both by Bacon and Milton the poet’s func-
tion has a participation of divineness. This is in accord-
ance with the testimony of time, as it may be discovered in
language employed by various nations and in various ages.
The classical student need not be reminded of the deriva-
tive sense of the title of poet,—a meaning more obvious in
former days, when the old English word “maker” had
not fallen into disuse. ~Alluding to another ancient tongue
than that from which our word “poet”” has been derived,
a writer of the seventeenth century remarks,—

““’Twas surely prophetic that the name
Of prophet and of poet was the same ;”

and Cowper has the lines

“In a Roman mouth the graceful name
Of prophet and of poet was the same.”
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A later pogt,, speaking of the greatest endowment of
imagination, does not fear to style it

«The vision and the faculty divine;”

and the common voice of mankind recognises how sacred
a thing is a true poet’s power, when, without any sense
of profanity, it calls it by the hallowed name of #n-
spiration.

In this use of words there is a meaning; for never can
words live for ages on the lips of men unless they have
in them the life-sustaining principles of truth. It be-
comes therefore a grave inquiry in what sense the poet’s
employment is said to be in a region of divinity. It
partakes of a divineness, to borrow Lord Bacon’s phrase,
both in its modes of action and in the ends it aims at.
The poet’s chief province is invention and imagination,—
the creative power of the human spirit, as described in
an admirable passage of Shakspeare but too familiar to
quote, bodying forth the shapes of things unknown.
The boundless scope of poetic invention I hope to illus-
trate hereafter, when we eome to survey the creative
energy in all its varied forms of our Bnglish poets,
better than now by abstract description. Poetry, as the
word originally signified, is creation, and in this (let it
reverently be said) lies its divinity. It is creative ;—not
by step-by-step attainments of the reasoning faculties, but
by processes which philosophy has not yet analyzed. Ido
not question that imagination, like the other intellectual
powers, has its laws; but so rare is the endowment in its
high degree that mental science has devised no theory
explanatory of its mode of action. For instance, the vision-
ary world that Shakspeare called into existence and peopled
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with creations is mysterious if the attempt is made to
explain it apavt/from the@etion(ofi thélimagination. Even
then, accustomed as men are to regard chiefly the more
subordinate operations of the mind, it raises admiration to
see how, taking names and events obscure by a remote
antiquity, he has animated them with more of life and of
truth than ever could have been gained from the chroni-
cles or history. In God’s providence over the human
race, a great poct is given rarely, and therefore stands
apart and above millions of his kind; and hence, when
they behold him, not toiling with tedious and unsteady
deductions, but scattering the light of truth from the fire
kindled within his spirit, they give to that fire the name
of “inspiration.” But the divineness poetry partakes of
is attributable also to its efficacy in accomplishing higher
purposes than any other department of literature. The
chief aim of all genuine poetry is to teach by imaginary
examples and by the embodiment of abstract truths. The
element in which poetry dwells is ¢ruth ; and when imagina-
tion divorces itself from that relation it declines into the
neighbourhood of empty fictions or the dreams of lunacy.
But there is a prevalent notion that imagination is the
power that especially draws away from truth; and hence it
is looked on with apprehensive distrust. Doubtless it is
liable to grievous abuse; and so, let it be remembered, is
every talent committed to man, for cultivation or for culpa-
ble neglect. But, when the inventions of poetic genius are
confounded with falsehood, it is prejudice and vulgar ervor.
It is a narrow conception of truth which confines it to what
are called matters of fact,—events which have actually trans-
pired, and which would exclude even the truths of exact
science. There are truths of our inner life as well as of
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the outward,—spiritual and visionary,—of the imagination
and the feelings aswell as of. the senses. The record of a
criminal trial, with” all the details of evidence fortified by
the sanction of an oath, is matter-of-fact truth; and yet
there is a higher and better truth—more of the essence
of truth, and therefore more permanent—in the imagi-
native story of the conscience-stricken agonies of Macheth,
—the blood-stained hauntings of remorse pursuing its vic-
tim as he is plunged lower and lower in the depths of crime.
‘What actnal incidents are more true than the tumultu-
ous heart-breaking of King Lear? ¢Tacts are fleeting,
perishable things; but the spiritual creations of a true
poet’s imagination are truths that wake to perish never!”

The prime virtue of all the imitative arts—painting and
sculpture as well as poetry—is the representation of their
archetypes imaginatively. The characteristic of the pro-
ductions of a genuine artist is the predominance of imagi-
nation, without which they sink into servile and mecha-
nical eopying; and it can scarcely escape the observation of
any one who will examine the style of a portrait from a
master’s hand, and that of an inferior artist, that the exact-
ness of a likeness mechanically identical with its original
does not make the same impression of truth as those inde-
scribable touches which appeal through the eye to the ima-
gination. But I beg you also to observe that it is part of
the very nature of each one of the Fine Arts to pause in
the process of imitation at a point beyond which the be-
nolder’s imagination, aroused by what is given, moves on
unconsciously to the completion of the work. It is the
painter’s part so to combine imaginatively light and shade
‘and colour that we gaze on the canvass without a thought
that the imitation of form is supplied by the instinctive
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action of imagination. Again, the sculptor’s part is the
imitation of form; and he works in marble because its
purity is thefit matdrial fo| his)jabstractions from colour.
Thus it is that painting and sculpture have their respect-
ive purposes, beyond which they do mnot aspire, each
attaining what the other omits; and the pleasure derived
from each is made up of what the eye beholds and the
imagination supplies, the impression thus gained from a
true work of art being that of truth in its full integrity.
This is imaginative imitation. Now, there is another spe-
cies of work more ambitious than either sculpture or
painting; for it disdains the bounds of each; and it might
be thought that if there was any mode of representing
the human countenance so that there should be at the
same time resemblance of form as in bust or statue, and
also of colour as in painting, this would be the most ex-
cellent imitation. There seems to be a good deal of rea-
son in this: the likeness would be so complete there would
be no need for the help of the imagination and no danger
of its leading astray. This would be what might be
called matter-of-fact imitation. ~And if any one is disposed
to think that it must be more true because more exact, let
him compare the impression made by a piece of sculpture
or of painting with that of a figure or bust in waxwork.
The imaginative delight awakened by the former is
changed into disgust increasing with the closeness of
resemblance, producing a kind of indignation at what
seems like a device to cheat the senses.

The affinity between poetry and the other Fine Arts—
painting and sculpture—Iies in the principle common to
them all, and which is the very essence of imaginative
imitation,—the blending, in all genuine works of art, like-
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ness and unlikeness, sameness and difference. This, when
first suggestédy\sedms pavadoxical-NBut, to show how essen-
tial an element difference is in such imitation, I need only
remind you of the stony and colourless imitation in sculp-
ture, and that there could be no greater outrage upon taste
and the principles of the art than any attempt to remove that
difference by superadding to the likeness of form the like-
ness of colour. Now, in poetry, the medium of imitation is
. the more subtle one of language, and the imagination and
the feelings are to be moved by means of words as the
painter moves them by the visible tints upon the canvass
or the sculptor by marble. The impression made by a
great poem and a great painting or statue are kindred and
analogous: having a common origin in the creative energy
of genius, they are addressed to the same faculty of imagi-
nation, and therefore the spiritual agency of all of them
is alike. How close is this affinity may be shown by the
compositions in which poets convey the impressions made
" on them by the other arts. A picture, for instance, of
two females, by Leonardo da Vineci, has occasioned these
lines, in which a woman’s imagination has made words
subserve the purpose of the canvass:—

¢ The lady Blanch, regardless of all her lIover’s fears,
To the Ursuline convent hastens, and long the abbess hears:—
¢ Oh, Blanch, my child, repent ye of the courtly life ye lead!”
Blanch looked on a rose-bud, and little seemed to heed.
She looked on the rose-bud, she looked round, and thought
On all her heart had whispered and all the nun had taught :—
¢I am worshippéd by lovers, and brightly shines my fame ;
All Christendom resoundeth the noble Blanch’s name !
Nor shall I quickly wither, like the rose-bud from the tree,
My queen-like graces shining when my beauty’s gone from me,
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But, when the sculptured marble is raised o’er my head,

And the mafchless,Blanch-lids difeless among the noble dead,
This saintly Lady Abbess hath made me Jjustly fear

It nothing will avail me thatI were worshipped here.’”

Within the last two hours I have had the gratification
of viewing an exquisite piece of art, which has presented
to my mind the finest illustration I have ever met with
of the affinity between poetry and other imitative arts.
The work alluded to, T am proud to say, graces the home
of a Philadelphia gentleman,— one to whose enlightened
patronage the cause of the Fine Arts is greatly indebted.
It is a piece of statuary embodying a sculptor’s happy
imagination who probably had no thought that the same
conception had been embodied by a poet’s words,—a
passage in the ¢ Excursion” presenting the same image :—

“I have seen
A curious child, who dwelt upon a tract
Of inland ground, applying to his ear
The convolutions of a smooth-lipped shell,
To which, in silence hushed, his very soul
Listened intensely, and his countenance soon
Brightened with joy; for, murmurings from within,
Were heard sonorous cadences, whereby,
To his belief, the monitor expressed
Mysterious union with its native sea.”

Nor can I omit the fine description, by Landor, of the

¢ Sinuous shells of pearly hue
Within, and they that lustre have imbibed
In the sun’s palace-porch, where, when unyoked,
His chariot-wheel stands midway in the wave.
Shake one, and it awakens; then apply
Its polished lips to your attentive ear,
And it remembers its august abodes,
And murmurs, as the ocean murmurs there.”
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T have spoken of the necessity of some element of
differencé/ i\ \alll the Cets§) and)) before dismissing this
part of the subject, it is proper to inquire what con-
stitutes that difference in poetic imitation. Poetry is
separated by a bright distinguishing-line from ordi-
nary language, inasmuch as it not only appropriates to
itself the choicest forms of speech, but also the ad-
ditional graces of metrical harmony. There is thus
acquired a power peculiar to poetry in comparison with
other compositions; for it is enabled to address itself to
man’s natural susceptibility to the beauty of a regular
succession of harmonious sounds, and thus music is
brought into alliance. It has been frequently suggested
that the most ancient poets were led to adopt a metrical
form, to enable their hearers, in a barbarous age, more
easily to recollect their compositions. If poetry were
like the familiar rhymes employed to recall the number
of days in each month, the theory might be true; but,
otherwise, it seems to me rather a shallow one. The
truth lies deeper,—in the influences exercised over the
heart by sound, when controlled by principles of har-
mony, and consequently concurrent and subsidiary to
the aims of true poetry. Besides, the poet, speaking
better thoughts and better feelings than are passing
commonly through the minds of men, instinctively seeks,
as their appropriate garb, a better language and a better
music. The pure heart of poetry needs the voice of the
purest and most graceful forms of language. I shall
have occasion hereafter to illustrate the admirable
adaptation of the Hnglish metres to the expression of
various passions and feclings and moods of imagination:
at present I can only cite a poet’s tribute to the influence
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of melodious though unintelligible sounds,—a tribute in
strains as musical\a8/tHéhmisic they!.¢elebrated :—

“Behold her, single in the field,
Yon solitary Highland lass,
Reaping and singing by herself:
Stop here, or gently pass.
Alone she cuts and binds the grain,
And sings a melancholy strain.
Oh, listen ! for the vale profound
Is overflowing with the sound.

“No nightingale did ever chaunt
More welcome notes to weary bands
Of travellers, in some shady haunt,
Among Arabian sands;
Buch thrilling voice was never heard
In spring-time from the cuckoo-bird,
Breaking the silence of the seas
Among the farthest Hebrides.

“Will no one tell me what she sings?

Perhaps the plaintive numbers flow

Tor old, unhappy, far-off things,
And battles long ago.

Or is it some more humble lay,

Familiar matter of to-day,—

Some natural sorrow, loss, or pain,

That has been, and may be again ?

“Whate’er the theme, the maiden sang

As if her song could have no ending :

I saw her singing at her work,
And o’er the sickle bending :

I listened, motionless and still ;

And, when I mounted up the hill,

The music in my heart I bore

Long after it was heard no more.”
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Again, inasmuch as one great duty and labour of the
human mind,is|the attainment of truth by the logical and
analytical processes of science, it is apt to become an
habitual opinion that there is no other truth than
scientific truth, forgetting that it belongs to the imagina-
tion and the feelings as well as the understanding. Let
not my words be perverted for a moment into a dis-
paragement of scientific research; but earnestly do I pro-
test that it is not all. The man of science, wedded to his
analytical processes, may bring himself to look on nature
with only a scientific eye; and at length the intellectual
part of his being may become wholly divorced from the
moral. There have bcen astronomers whose intellects
have reached the distant spheres of the material universe
and become familiar with the courses of orbs millions
of miles on high, whose hearts at the same time gro-
velled in the most pitiable weakness of infidelity and
atheism. The study of nature may be made too ex-
clusively scientific,—the intellect sharpened while the
sensibilities and the imagination are deadened. The
human form, and the countenance beaming with intelli-
gence and feeling, may to the eye of the anatomist be no
more than the flesh and blood clothing a ghastly skeleton.
The botanist may walk abroad with his thoughts so busied
with processes of classification that the brightest verdure
shall not touch his heart. To the mere man of science
the rainbow may bring a train of thought on the laws of
reflection and refraction, the prismatic colours and their
arrangement: it may bring all this; and, if he has
cultivated only the analytical powers of his mind, it may
bring nothing more. But all the truth is not in the
books of Optics. From childhood we are taught that the
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bow was set in the clouds to inspire confidence and hope
in the. breasts\of \those whochadowitnessed the terrors of
the Deluge, and as a perpetual emblem of divine mercy
and protection. Knowing by what hand it was placed
there, and for what purpose, it is no great stretch of faith
to believe that there is in it—we know not how—an
intrinsic power to stir in the breast of each descendant
of Noah somewhat of the same emotion as it awakened
when first resting on the heights of Ararat. With all
this, science does not purport to bave any thing to do;
and, accordingly, all that it teaches respecting that phe-
nomenon cannot touch the feeblest sympathy. But
there are probably few minds so dull as not to recognise
an expression of a feeling of their own in the simple
exclamation bursting from a poet’s lips :—

¢ My heart leaps up when I behold
A rainbow in the sky!
So was it when my life began;
So is it now I am a man;
So be it when I shall grow old,
Or let me die !”

The inquiry may naturally suggest itself whether the
imaginative truth which poetry aspires to is not above
the reach of humanity and unavailing therefore to its
necessities. Unquestionably, if any one goes forth into
active life with an undisciplined imagination, expecting
from the world what the world cannot give, the result is
as disastrous as the aim is irrational. But if the heart
take counsel of imagination for the guidance of its pas-
sions, the chastening and elevating of its affections, there
is no danger in the height of the imaginative standard.
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In proof/\of/\thig) pusition there has been conclusively
quoted that precept of the Saviour’s which bids men, with
all the accumulation of their faculties, ¢ Be perfect,” and,
more than that, sets before them for imitation the model
inimitable of God’s own perfection. The precept may
with difficulty be reconciled with the rules of our caleu-
lating faculties, but it is addressed to the imagination and
comprehended by it. It stands the most sublime of all
the divine sentences in the Sermon on the Mount,~—the
most ennobling and elevating words ever spoken to poor
humanity. It may also be noticed, in vindication of the
calumniated power under discussion, that the Christian
rule for the guidance of our conduct to others is addressed
to the imagination; and thus you may see that one evil of
a sluggish imagination will be a sluggish sympathy with
our fellow-beings.

But the energies of poetry are employed not only in
invention, but in the discovery of truth:—not only, in
Lord Bacon’s words, “for the invention of a more ample
greatness, a more exact goodness, and a more absolute
variety,” but to revive the neglected glories of the world
as it is, to gather the fragments of splendour from amid the
ruins of our fallen nature, to lift from the soul the weight
of custom and materialism, to awaken a consciousness to
the neglected emotions of daily life, and to trace the as-
sociations between the universe of sense and the spiritual
life within us. These are the aims of true poetry; and to
grasp the thoughts and feelings which are perpetuaily flit-
ting across the mind, eluding the touch of a gross philo-
sophy, there are a thousand influences at work, which in
the pride of our calculating faculties are despised, because
they are not susceptible of measurement by the under-
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standing. 'Will any one who has reflected on the constitu-
tion of man, both ‘spiritual and material, and the world in
which he is placed, venture to say, for instance, that the sun
travels his glorious course only to light men to their work
and give them warmth? Why then does he rise in such
magnificence and why set with such ever-varying splen-
dour? ‘Why is it that every unclouded night ten thousand
stars are looking down upon us from the heavens ? ‘Why
is it that even the storm comes arrayed with a sublimity
of its own? Why does the earth break forth from its
winter’s torpor in all the luxuriance of spring? And why
is there beauty in the human countenance? Men and
women would no doubt aceomplish their work as well and
be as useful if every face we looked on was the face of
ugliness. Influences that cannot be expounded are active
on every side and during every period of life ; and, though
unimportant when mentioned separately, no one can
divine how great is their sway in the formation of human
character. 'Who can explain how music falling on the
ear moves the spirit within us? and yet we know that it
can give courage in the hour of battle and fervour to acts
of devotion. I cannot tell how the soft blue of an un-
clouded sky so impresses the feelings with a sense of its
placid beauty that the heart of him who looks up to it
from amidst the turmoil of life is touched as with a
blessing ; but this I know :—that, when God foretold the
curses with which he would visit his rebellious people,
among the penalties announced by the inspired lawgiver
there was a threat that the sky should be to them like
brass.

It is the poet’s duty to deepen human sympathies and
to enlarge their sphere; to cast a light upon the com-
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mon heart of the whole race; to calm the anxieties and
to sustain/the highdst@ahd dirthest purposes of our being.
Tmagination, the prime nourisher of hope, is the charac-
teristic of man as a progressive creature; and its most
strenuous efforts are given to dignify, to elevate, to purify,
and to spiritualize. In the history of the literature
of all nations the herald of its day is the morning-
star of poetry; and, when it passes away, the last light
that lingers after it is the ever-aspiring ray from its set-
ing orb. In all ages and conditions of society it is
present; for it is supplied from ¢ the inexhaustible
springs of truth and feeling which are ever gurgling and
boiling up in the caverns of the human heart.” Such
being the purpose of poetry, it may be safely said that it
is moral wisdom. Its closest affinity is with religion;
for it ministers to faith and hope and love. A meek and
dutiful attendant in the temple of faith, it is in humble
alliance for the defence and rescue of exposed humanity.
Tt has been sagely remarked by a philosophic writer that
the belief is erroneous that the hearts of the many are
constitutionally weak, languishing, and slow to answer
the requisitions of things; and that rather the true sor-
row of humanity consists in this:—not that the mind
fails, but that the course and demands of action and life
so rarely correspond with the dignity and intensity of
human desires, and hence that which is slow to languish
is too easily turned aside and abused. To this are all the
great productions of the Muse directed, controlling the
discord between the cowrse of life and the dignity of
human desires, chastening the passions and guiding
them in safe channels and to worthy objeets. In Shak-
speare’s wonderful delineation of the melancholy of Ham-
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let, it is the representation of a noble heart aching with
a sense of the/\Nollewness the insufficiency of the stale
and unprofitable uses of the world to answer its aspira-
tions.  There is the wretchedness and the desolation of a
spirit feeling itself at variance with life ;5 and this morbid
mood of mind speaks in words expressive of a gloomy
absence of delight in all he looks upon, and yet at the
same time the loftiest consciousness of the endowments
of the human soul :— Tt goes so heavily with my dig-
position, that this goodly frame, the earth, seems to me a
sterile promontory; this most excellent canopy, the air,
this brave o’erhanging firmament,— this majestic roof,
fretted with golden five,—why, it appears no other thing
to me than a foul and pestilent congregation of vapours.
What a piece of work is man! How noble in reason ! how
infinite in faculties! in form, and moving, how express
and admirable! in action, how like an angel! in appre-
hension, how like a god! the beauty of the world ! the
paragon of animals!”’

This is the language of disease,— of disease to which
all are exposed, because, amid the frailty and corruption
of our natural desires, the heart will sink down to low
objects and be perverted to unholy ones. When the
supplies of the heart fail and its cravings cannot find
their proper nourishment, the world and all that is upon
it become unsubstantial and unreal., The life, in which
is staked eternal happiness, becomes worthless and barren,
as it seemed to the guilty fancy of Macheth,—¢ this
bank and shoal of time.” Tt ig poetry that is charged
with the duty of ministering its help to this peril of
humanity. Imagination, chastened and cherished, will

discover dignity and happiness in life’s lowliest duties,
VOL. L. 5
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and, rising higher, will behold—as an angel might behold
—this earth with its dark sea, with all that is vile upon
the surface ‘and with the nations-of the dead mouldering
beneath, yet a star glittering in the firmament and peopled
with beings redeemed for immortality.

If such be the nature and the power of poetry, it should
not be difficult to discover some mighty influences ex-
erted by it upon the mind of man. When we look into
the region of paganism, what was the high poetry of the
ancients but a struggle for something more adequate than
a sensual faith to fill the caverns of the heart? When
the knowledge of the Godhead, too vast for the fallen
mind, was dispersed into the fantasies of polytheism,—
when a thousand deities were enshrined in gorgeous
temples and in the household,—when men were bowing
down before images, or worshipping the sun, or fire, or
whatever they might chance to turn to,— amid all these
perverted creeds the most sublime aspirations, those ap-
proaching nearest to the sphere of truth, were the efforts
of poetic genius. It was neither reason nor the lore of
philosophic schools, but the creative faculty of imagina-
tion, that wrestled most strenuously with paganism. The
wmoral wisdom of ancient heathendom was in its great
poems. It was by the breath of imagination that the
mist of superstition was broken; and ever and anon a
portion of it floated upward, a white and sunlit cloud.

The philosophy of the most enlightened nation of
antiquity went down, down, till it settled into the iron
inhumanity of Stoicism and the imbruted sensuality and
fiend-like scorn of the Epicurean; but in the domains
of imagination the light and warmth of truth were never
wholly quenched. On that sublime occasion when an
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inspired apostle struck  a blow. at the superstitions of
Greece, (St. Paul' at Athens,) his spirit stirring within
him,—for he “ saw the city wholly given to idolatry,”—he
was encountered by philosophers; and thus was the scorn-
ful question :—¢ What will this babbler say?” “And when
he preached the resurrection of the dead they mocked.”
Now, when the pride of pagan philosophy was thus
arrayed in enmity against Christianity, I beg you to
reflect upon the fact that enough of truth had been pre-
served in pagan poefry to enable that same apostolic
tongue to mingle the familiar words of the Greek poets
with the lessons of the gospel. )
So is it in all ages. What is indeed poetry is sub-
servient to truth and to man’s moral growth. Our com-
plex nature—the mysterious mingling of the spiritual
and the material—baffles philosophy; and, reviewing the
annals of knowledge and looking only to its human
sources, a deeper insight into the nature of the soul has
been gained by poetry than by countless theories from
the exploded dogmas of antiquity even to the latest
metaphysical scheme devised by the materialism or mys-
ticism of our own times. The light of revelation shut
out, this earthly life is a long and darksome cavern ; and
when in imagination T behold the human race threading
their way through it, I see the mighty poets, at distant
intervals, the only torch-bearers in the vast procession,
holding on high a light to reach the rock-ribbed roof.
What is it but their truth that has perpetuated their
poems better than all the literature of remote times, and
brought down in safety the Homeric poems from an age
80 ancient that history has never reached it? What fact
could I mention more impressive than the existence of
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those poems,—at first dependent on the mere memory of
an affectionate admiration, and then on the perishable
records \in/\/ancieht Oude cand cyet preserved probably
more than three thousand years? Their moral wisdom
has won the blessing of length of days. When our
thoughts seek other acquaintance than what the Bible
gives with ages long ago, they travel back to Homer.
Of all the literature other than what was recorded by
direct inspiration he is reverenced as the father. In
the fine lines of a living poet, little known,—

«TFar from all measured space, yet clear and plain
As sun at noon, ‘a mighty orb of song’
llumes extremest heaven. Beyond the throng
Of lesser stars, that rise, and wax, and wane,—
The transient rulers of the fickle main,—
One steadfast light gleams through the dark and long
And narrowing aisle of memory. How strong!
How fortified with all the numerous train
Of human truths! Great poet of thy kind
Wert thou, whose verse, capacious as the sea
And various as the voices of the wind,
Swelled with the gladness of the battle’s glee,
And yet could glorify infirmity,
‘When Priam wept, or shame-struck Helen pined.”

If we seek to judge of poetry by recorded instances of
its influence, there might be cited the classical event
commemorated by Milton,—the fierceness of Spartan and
Macedonian warfare checked by verse, when

“The great Emathian conqueror bid spare
The house of Pindarus, when temple and tower
Went to the ground; and the repeated air
Of sad Electra’s poet had the power
To save th’ Athenian walls from ruin bare.”



LOYALTY AND CHIVALRY. 69

Or in modern history might be suggested that beauti-
ful incident \ih/\the | 1ifeV6f - theé cohqueror of Canada,
when, on the eve of the victory upon the ¢ Heights
of Abraham,” Wolfe expressed a willingness to exchange
the anticipated glory of his conquest for the fame
of Gray’s Elegy. But, in arguing from historically-
recorded instances of poetical influences, let me refer to
cases of wider operation. It is stated by Bishop Burnet,
in the “History of his Own Times,” that, when James
IL. was in very unsteady possession of the English
throne, a ballad was made—treating the Papists, and
chiefly the Irish, in a very ridiculous manner, and with
a burden, said to be Irish words—that made an im-
pression on the king’s army that cannot be imagined by
those who saw it not. The whole army—and, at last,
the people, both in city and country—were singing it
perpetually; and “perhaps,” he adds, “never had go
slight a thing so great an effect.” Again, if a song
helped to bring about the Revolution of 1688 and to
drive the Stuarts from their dynasty, another song, har-
monizing with another mood of the people’s heart,—the
sentiment of ancient loyalty,—was near bringing the
exiled family back again. In the rebellion of 1745,
when the young Pretender made his victorious march
upon Edinburgh to set his banished foot on the threshold
of the palace of his forefathers, the lineage of Scotland’s
ancient kings was welcomed to its own again; and every
breeze that blew over Scotland—highland and lowland,
the streets of the metropolis and the blasted heath of
distant moors—brought with it the burden of the cava-
lier-song chanted by loyal Scotsmen to the music of the
Highland Clans :— :
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“Then, Fear, avaunt! upon the hill

My |hope shall east-her-anchor still,

Until I see some peaceful dove

Bring back the branch I dearly love.

Then will I wait, till the waters abate,
‘Which now disturb my troubled brain,

Blse never rejoice till I hear the voice
That the king enjoys his own again.”

In proof of the enduring influence of what is addressed
to the imagination, far higher authority may be adduced.
In the sacred history of the chosen race of Israel, when
the promised land was almost reached and the inspired
lawgiver and leader was to relinquish his great charge,
the command of the Deity came to him, bidding him
write a song to be taught to the children of Israel, to be
put into their mouths that it might be a witness against
them in after-ages. When the Divine Providence de-
signed to imprint upon the memory of the nation what
should endure generation after generation, he inspired his
servant to speak, not in the stern language of reason and
law, but in the impassioned strains of imagination. Z%e
last tones of that voice which had roused his countrymen
from slavery and sensuality in Egypt and cheered and
threatened and rebuked them during their wanderings,
which had announced the statutes of Jehovah, had pro-
claimed victory to the obedient and promounced judg-
ment on the rebellious,—the last tones which were to go
on sounding and sounding into distant ages,—were the
tones of poetry. The last inspiration which came down
from God into the heart of Moses burst forth in that
sublime ode which was his death-song.  And why was
this? ¢ Tt shall come to pass,” are the words of Scripture,
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“when many evils and troubles are befallen them, that
this song shall testify against them as a witness; for it
shall not be '"forgotten-'out’'of the mouths of their chil-
dren.”  Well may we conceive how, in after-times, when
Israel was driven by the hand of Midian into caves and
dens,—when, smitten by the Philistines, the Ark of God
was snatched from them,—when, after Jerusalem had
known its highest glory, the sword of the King of the Chal-
dees smote their young men in the sanctuary, and spared
neither young man nor maiden, old man nor him that
stooped for age,—or when the dark-browed Israclite was
wandering in Nineveh or Babylon, an exile and a slave,—
how must there have risen on his heart the memory of
that song, with its sublime image of God’s protection: «As
an eagle stirreth up her nest, fluttercth over her young,
spreadeth abroad her wings, taketh them, bearcth them
on her wings, so the Lord alone did bear them; and
there was no strange God with Iim 2 or its other mighty
appeal to the imagination in the threat :—7 %/t up my
hand to heaven, and say, I live forever. If I whet my
glittering sword, and my hand take hold on judgment,
L will vender vengeunce to mine enemies, and will reward
them that hate me.”

When any one is disposed to undervalue poetry, it
should be remembered that the one volume of divine pre
diction addressed to all mankind is the most poetical ou
which the eye has ever rested. It is the proudest attribute
of imagination that, when the wisdom of God came down
to earth to speak to man through inspired lips, it was
addressed eminently to this faculty of the mind; and it is
worth a thousand arguments in defence of poetry,—the
simple fact, whether explained or no, that inspired patriot-
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ism and prayer and praise and thanksgiving took the
voice of song,and jthat propheey,and even the Redeemer’s
lessons, are glowing with the fervour of the visionary
power.

It not unfrequently happens that, the dignity of poetry
and its value admitted, the subject is dismissed with the
thought that what is called a taste for poetry is not with-
in the power of the will to attain. The degree in which it
may be acquired will indeed vary with the proportion of
imagination possessed by each reader; but it is wholly
erroneous to suppose that accurate taste in poetry or any
of the kindred arts is other than an acquired talent. It
is an acquisition by reflection and continued intercourse
with the best models; it is the result of intellectual and
moral acttvity; and the notion that it is a natural gift—an
instinet, as it were—is the conclusion of ignorance or the
fallacious plea of mental sluggishness. The fallacy has
been philosophically traced to its source by a writer
whose language will best serve to present the truth to
you :—

“Tuste is a word which has been forced to extend its
services far beyond the point to which philosophy would
have confined them. It is a metaphor taken from a pas-
stve sense of the human body and transferred to things
which are in their essence not passive,—to intellectual acis
and operations. As nations decline in productive and
creative power they value themselves upon a presumed
refinement of judging. The word ¢taste’ has been
stretched to the sense which it bears in modern Europe
by habits of self-conceit, inducing that inversion in the
order of things whereby a passive faculty is made para-
mount among the faculties conversant with the Fine Arts.
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Proportion and congruity, the requisite knowledge being
supposed, are’ subjeots ‘upon which'taste may be trustud.
It is competent to this office; for, in its intercourse with
these, the mind is passive, and it is affected painfully or
pleasurably as by an instinct. But the profound and ex-
quisite in feeling, the lofty and universal in thought and
imagination, or, in ordinary language, the pathetic and
sublime, are neither of them, accurately speaking, objects
of a faculty which could never, without a sinking in the
spirit of nations, have been designated by the metaphor
Taste. And why? DBecause, without the exertion of a
co-operating power in the mind of the reader, there can
be no adequate sympathy with either of these emotions:
without this auxiliary impulse, elevated or profound pas-
sion cannot exist.”

That which is so inadequately called a taste for poetry
is the knowledge of the abiding principles in human
nature on which the art rests and the feelings which
recognise their truth. It is the high office of philosophic
eriticism to minister to it. In the unripe and undisci-
plined period of taste, vicious productions will win its
favour; and only with the chastened and invigorated
spirit will there be congeniality with chaste and elevated
models. The value of such taste is enhanced at every
period of its improvement, until at length it brings that
deep emotion of delight familiar to a cultivated imagina-
tion,—a rich dowry of intellectual and moral happiness.
The passionate sensibility which is an element of poetic
character may, indeed, increase the pains as well as the
pleasures of the spirit; but another element is philosophic
faith, whose happy attendants are love and hope. The
dark periods are momentary because uncongenial; and
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the main portion of a true poet’s existence —I speak
in reference to his, spiritual life—is happy above the
lot of mere worldly intellects. When a late poet
exclaims,—

¢ Most men
Are cradled into poetry by wrong:
They learn in suffering what they teach in song,”

it was the expression of a passing morbid sentiment.
So it was but a chance and discordant mood that was
meant in that noble stanza of Wordsworth: —

«T thought of Chatterton, the marvellous boy,—
The sleepless soul that perished in his pride
Of him who walked in glory and in joy,
Following his plough,along the mountain-side.
By our own spirits are we deified :
We poets in our youth begin in gladness;
But thereof come in the end despondency and madness.”

I shall have occasion hereafter to treat of the disordered
intellect and melancholy of Cowper; of the insanity of
Collins; of Chatterton’s fearful frenzy, calmed only by
the cup of poison; of the sad part of Burng’s career;
and to show that none of them had their origin in the
gift of imagination. But in the pages of biography I
know of nothing more sublime and illustrative of the soul-
sustaining power of poetry than the hermit old age of
Milton. The happy visions of his youth were followed
by a tempestuous life, in which one storm of disappoint-
ment after another burst upon his devoted head. As a
patriot, a Christian, a husband, and perhaps as a father,
his best hopes were frustrated. In the arena of political
life and in the sacred recess of home his heart was as
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hopeless as his sightless eyes, but happiness communed
with him in the

“Unpolluted temple of his mind.”

He went away from an age that was unworthy of him—
not to complain, not to repine, not to stain his spirit with
bitterness, but to build

“Immortal lays,
Though doomed to tread in solitary ways,
Darkness before and danger’s voice behind.
Yet not alone, nor helpless to repel
Sad thoughts; for from above the starry sphere
Come secrets, whispered nightly to his ear;
And the pure spirit of celestial light
Shines through his soul, ¢that he may see and tell
Of things invisible to mortal sight.’*”

The same spiritual visitant irradiated the gifted but
darkly-diseased existence of Coleridge; for from his very
heart there came the gratitude of that wise acknowledg-
ment :—‘ Poetry has been to me its own exceeding great
reward. It has soothed my afflictions 5 it has multiplied
and refined my enjoyments; it has endeared solitude ;
and it has given me the habit of wishing to discover the
good and beautiful in all that meets and surrounds me.”
Let me also bring the calm but earnest testimony of a
living writer, eminent in another department of letters,
whose life, devoted to laborious research, has produced
three great historical works, each sufficient to give him
fame. Tt is in the latest of these that Mr. Hallam re-
marks, “They who have known what it is, when afar
from books, in solitude, or in travelling, or in the inter-
vals of worldly cares, to feed on poetical recollections,
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to murmur over the beautiful lines whose cadence has
long delighfed theieanto regall the sentiments and images
which retain by association the charm which early years
once gave them —they will feel the inestimable value
of committing to the memory, in the prime of its power,
what it will easily receive and indelibly retain. And I
know not, indeed, whether an education that deals much
with poetry—such as is still in use in England—has any
more solid argument among many in its favour than that
it lays the foundation of intellectual pleasures at the ex-
treme of life.”

It is mental inactivity that is so fatal to all just criti-
cism and to the genial appreciation of poetry. No one
who takes up poetry as a mere matter of elegant amuse-
ment or an indolent recreation need expect to look
higher than the most subordinate departments of the art.
A great poem is the production of all the noblest faculties
of the human mind; and what but the rash presumption
of ignorance can suppose that such works are to be
approached except by strenuous thought, by reverential
study, and by deep meditation. In this lies the im-
measurable space between poems and what are usually
termed works of fiction. The common run of novels and
romances are read with scarce any intellectual co-opera-
tion on the part of the reader, the gratification for the
most part consisting in mere relief from vacuity of mind.
The difference is as wide, too, in the enjoyment derived
from the two great classes of works of imagination. That
from the novel is fugitive, it being praise to say of a novel
that it can be read with pleasure a second time, and a
more frequent recurrence being a rare tribute to its merits.
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Applying the same test to poetry, the indisposition, on
the part of any one competent to judge, to peruse a poem
a second time is almost equivalent to its condemnation.
The higher works of the art comprehend a fund of intel-
lectual interest inexhaustible. Nine out of ten novels,
when read, are flung aside forever; while at each study
of a great poem the imagination expands with the per-
ception of new beauties and new powers. With each
expansion of the imagination effected by reflection and
familiarity with the classic models a deeper insight is
gained into the glories of the spirit of a great poet. In
the volume of the great dramatist, for instance, there are
depths innumerable that have not yet been fathomed,
and which remain to be sounded by an imaginative
philosophy.

In bringing this lecture to a close, let me revert to a
reflection previously presented :—that a prime purpose of
every one who thoughtfully seeks to develop the faculties
with which he is gifted should be to give to those facul-
ties their due proportionate cultivation. Life is made
up of an almost infinite variety of demands on the human
character,—the thousand minute incidents of daily oceur-
rence, the weightier trusts from which no one ean isolate
himself, and those responsibilities which, beginning here,
will have their event beyond all time. A great error of
human existence is devotion to one set of duties at the
expense of others—the partial formation of character,
the culture of some faculties, and the wilful or thought-
less abandonment of others.

Let them be all present in a just subordination, witk-
out prostrating the other intellectual powers. I have
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endeavoured to assert the majesty of the imagination,
thus claiming only

“That the king may enjoy his own.”

The world is swayed by two principles antagonistic when
divorced,—the spirit of contemplation, hermit-like seek-
ing a retreat, and, what is more in the ascendant, the spirit
of action, hurrying into the thoroughfares of society, and
restless, wretched, and helpless in any chance moment of
reluctant solitude. The temptation to which the mere man
of letters is exposed is the disposition to withdraw from the
active life in which, in common with his fellow-men, his
lot is cast, into the cloister of his ideal world. I have had
oceasion to speak earnestly on the importance of literary
cultivation; but I desire a condemnation equally earnest
of the exaggeration of that importance at the cost of
other duties, that pedantry which leads into the exclusive
and narrow-spirited error of making literature the standard
by which all things are to be measured. There is, bearing
on this subject, a beautiful incident in the biography of Sir
Walter Scott, to whom a young friend chanced to male a
remark conveying the impression of a suspicion of poets
and mnovelists being accustomed to look at life and the
world only as the materials for art. A soft and pensive
shade came over Scott’s face as he said, ¢“I fear you have
some very young ideas in your head. Are you not too apt
to measure things by some reference to literature,—to dis-
believe that anybody can be worth much care who has no
knowledge of that sort of thing,—a taste for it? God
help us! what a poor world this would be if that were
the true doctrine! I have read books enough, and observed
and conversed with enough of eminent and splendidly-
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cultivated minds too, in my time; but, I assure you, I have
heard higher sentiments from| the Lips-of poor uneducated
men and women, when exerting the spirit of severe yet
gentle heroism under difficulties and afflictions, or speak-
ing their simple thoughts as to circumstances in the lot
of friends and neighbours, than I ever yet met with out
of the pages of the Bible. We shall never learn to feel
and respect our real calling and destiny unless we have
taught ourselves to consider every thing as moonshine
compared with the education of the heart.”

The most accomplished condition of humanity is that
in which habits of contemplation and of action exist in
harmony. The noblest eulogy was pronounced on the
celebrated Sir Philip Sydney, by his philosophic friend
and biographer, when he said of him, “He was the exact
image of quiet and action, happily united in him and
seldom well divided in any.”  The equal cultivation of
each spiritual gift that is bestowed on us is that true idea
of education set forth by Lord Bacon in a passage full of
a wise imagination, closing his enumeration of the obstacles
to the advancement of learning, and which in conclusion
T desire to quote :—

“The greatest error is the mistaking or misplacing the
last or furthest end of knowledge; for men have entered
into a desire of learning and knowledge, sometimes upon
natural curiosity and inquisitive appetite, sometimes to
entertain their minds with variety and delight, sometimes
for ornament and reputation, and sometimes to enable
them to victory of wit and contradiction, and most times
for lucre and profession, and seldom sincerely to give a
true account of their gift of reason, to the benefit and
use of men; as if there were sought in knowledge a
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couch whereupon to rest a searching and restless spirit, or
a terrace for a wandering and variable mind to walk up
and down/\with |a fidoprospect;for a tower of state for
a proud mind to raise itself upon, or a fort or command-
ing ground for strife and contention, or a shop for profit
or sale, and not a rich storehouse for the glory of the
Creator and the relief of man’s estate.”
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Chuncer,

The dawn of English Poesy—Difficulties of describing it—Obsolete
language—Chaucer the father of English Poetry—Latin Poetry—
Revival of Learning——English Language--Its Transition—Statutes
of Edward the Third—Gower—Age of Chivalry—Invasion of France
—Cressy and Poitiers—The Black Prince—The Church—Wiclif—
Chaucer’s birth, 4.p. 1328-—Friendship with Gower—Taste for natu-
ral scenery—The Flower and the Leaf—Burns’s Daisy—Romaunt
of the Rose—Canterbury Tales—Its outline—IIis respect for the
female sex—Chaucer’s influence on the English language—¢ The
Well of English undefiled”—1Iis versification—Iis death, A.p, 1400.

THE era of English poetry may be described as a period
of about five hundred years. At the remote point of time
forming the distant boundary of those five eenturies stands
a name illustrious enough to justify the usage of placing
it at the head of the English poets when they are con-
sidered chronologically. A great living poet closes the
catalogue.* It is a consideration of some interest that
the calendar which opens so nobly with the name ot
Chaucer closes worthily in our day with that of Words-
worth. It is a gratification to the literary student to
know that, when he seeks acquaintance with the earliest
English poets, he will encounter, not the feeble and dull
productions of rudeness and mediocrity, but works belong-
ing to the higher order of the art, and also that, when

# In 1841, Wordsworth was living,
VOL. L. 6 81
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he brings down the study to the literature of the present
time, he will not have occasion to mourn over the degeneracy
of modern inspiration. Upon' ¢ach frontier of those five
hundred years stands the landmark of high poetic genius.
It is also worthy of remark that the history of English
poetry is contemporaneous with that of the language.
Almost as soon as the language spoken in England
assumed a form which has continued intelligible to later
generations, there appeared a poet of the first rank, who
made it the voice of his inspiration. In the primitive
age of English literature there is one (and but one) name
of distinguished eminence. If, therefore, our subject is
to be treated with regard to historical considerations, there
cannot be a moment’s hesitation as to the period when it
is to be taken up.

The arrangement of this course of lectures is attended,
in this particular, with a disadvantage to which it is pro-
per to advert, though I am not aware that it can be
avoided except by the sacrifice of more important con-
siderations. The portion of literature in which any
reader is naturally first interested is that which is acces-
sible in the fresh and familiar forms of contemporaneous
language; and it is only as the taste is invigorated and
the knowledge of former ages increased that he carries
his reading into earlier literature, no longer displeased or
dismayed by antiquated or obsolete dialects. This is pro-
bably the course of every student in his individual
investigations as he follows the guidance of his own taste.
His course is against the stream of time. To obey the
same instinet in presenting the subject to your considera-
tion would have evnabled me better to conciliate your
attention than, I fear, I can hope to do in treating the
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old English poetry. The advantage of beginning the
course with modern poetry and passing by a retrograde
movement into'its previous eras was not to be relinquished
without reflection; but, at the same time, such a method
would have involved an abandonment of the advantages
arising from giving to the subject somewhat of an histori-
cal form. T have therefore concluded rather to encounter
the risk and inconveniences alluded to, in ovder to trace
the march of the English Muse, and, collaterally, the rise
and progress of the Fnglish language.

I shall not therefore struggle against the tide of time,
though in moving with it, and setting out at a period
when the language was in many respects not the English
language now spoken, we must hold converse with extinct
dialects,—words and forms of expression which have
yielded to the same power of death which long ago con-
quered the lips that uttered them. Tt isa weary thing,
no doubt, communing with our native language through
the medium of dictionaries and glossaries, to meet, as
it were, the curse of Babel upon our own hearth. Tt is
painful to hear the dear voice of our mother-tongue like
the voice of a stranger and an alien. The relation in
which Chaucer stands to succeeding poets is that of an
ancestor to a long lineage of descendants. ¢ The line of
English poets,” says Mr. Southey, “begins with him, ag
that of English kings with William the Conqueror ; and,
if the change introduced by him was not so great, his
title is better. Kings there were before the Conquest,
and of great and glorious memory too. But the poets
before Chaucer are like the heroes hefore Agamemnon :
even of those whose works have escaped oblivion the
names of most have perished.” «“7The Futher of English
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Poctry,” “ The Morning Star,” are the metaphorical phrases
so tritely\dssoeiatad with Chaucerls name as to show the
general sentiment respecting him. It could scarcely
have happened that this kind of rank would have been
assigned to an author of secondary merit. But it should
be distinetly understood that his fame rests not only
upon the fact of his being the acknowledged father of.
Bnglish poetry, but as one of our greatest poets.

Before entering on the question of his merits, it is pro-
per to examine his position relatively to the literature of
Furope generally and then to the language of England.
The fourteenth century,—the period from the year 1300 to
1400,—it will be remembered, was the first century of the
rising literature of Kurope. The Latin language, which
had long since ceased to be a living, colloquial language,
had not fallen into the entire obsoleteness of a dead lan-
guage; for it continued to be the medium of communica-
tion for the learned community of all Europe. But in
the time just alladed to—the latter Middle Ages—the ver-
nacular tongues in the respective countries were begin-
ning to assume a distinctive form, and thus to furnish to
the author an instrument by which he could not only
move the monastic intellect of the scholar, but arouse the
neglected faculties of all to whom his writings could be
made accessible in times when printing had not yet super-
seded the toilsome and limited labours of the copyist.
Tn the history of modern Furopean literature the fore-
most great nmame is that of Dante, and in immediate
uccession is that of Petrarch. These were men of the
fourteenth century; and I have alluded to them for the
purpose of showing that the little island we trace our his-
‘tory from was not far behind old Ttaly in the intelloctual
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career. - When poetic genius, after its slumber of more
than a thousand/years] Hogam to-breathejagain beneath the
genial atmosphere of the South, the strain was quickly
caught by the cold nations of the North, and the inspiration
of the Muse found a fit tone in words which before were
known only as the rude and uncouth dialect of barbarism.
Between the death of Dante and the birth of Chaucer
there was an interval of a very few years. With the
second great poet, Petrarch, the life of Chaucer was con-
temporary.  All belonging to the fourteenth century,
it will be perceived that the rise of English poetry was
coincident with the early era of the modern literature of
Europe. The ancestral position of Chaucer in the annals
of our poetry makes 1t important to fix in the mind a dis-
tinet idea of the period of time in which he flourished.
This may readily be done by the recollection that he died,
at an advanced age, in the year 1400,—the border-year
of two centuries. Ile was an author during the last half
of the fourteenth century.

Fixing the date of Chaucer’s time, let us next briefly
examine the condition of the language of his nation.
For the information of those whose attention has not
been drawn to the subject, it may be proper to state that
the English language is a composite language, the chief
elements being the Saxon and the Norman. It is ex-
tremely difficult—perhaps impossible—to say when the
English language had its beginning, because the trans-
formation from the Anglo-Saxon was a series of slow and
gradual changes. What was the nature of those changes
would be an inquiry leading me away from the present
subject and too important to be disposed of cursorily.
The Norman or French dialect was a great tributary to
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the main current of Saxon words, and the two streams
which longflowedhinosepanatecchannels were at length
flowing together. The earliest specimens of English
writing, as distinguished from the more ancient Anglo-
Saxon, belong to the latter part of the thirteenth cen-
tury, not long before the year 1300; but they show a
rude and imperfect condition of language. The process
of formation was still going on; and it was not till the
time of Chaucer that the language was saturated with
the infusion of French it was capable of receiving. It
must be borne in mind that changes in written language
would not be concurrent with changes in spoken lan-
guage. For some two or three centuries the French lan-
guage was spoken by the higher classes of society in
lingland, until ‘it was gradually superseded by the new
dialect, in which the language of the Norman conquerors
was combined with the native speech of the Saxons. In
all that was written the change came on more slowly:—
the statutes of the realm,—the pleas in courts of jus-
tice,—the proceedings of various tribunals,— epistolary
correspondence, even of a private nature,—were for a time
in Latin, and afterward, and still longer, in French.
Now, after the elements of the English language had, by
means of colloquial use, begun to acquire a consistency
and a form, it had yet to acquire a literary existence.
And how was this to be gained? In the reign of
 Edward IIT., it was enacted by Parliament that all
pleas in the courts of justice should be pleaded and
adjudged in English instead of French; and yet, a hun-
dred years after, we are told that the provision was only
partially enforced. If legislation was too feeble to control
the form in which judicial and technical thought was to .
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be clothed, nothing could be expected from it in modify-
ing or changing the mould of literature. No; it was not
for the decree of legislation or philosophy to work out
this revolution,—to raise the colloquial dialect, the
familiar forms of speech, to the dignity of the learned
idiom in which men pronounced the thoughts they
desired to perpetuate in writing,—to give honour to the
vulgar Einglish,—to set the vernacular speech (long lite-
rally the dialect of slaves) as high as the clerkly Latin
and the royal, aristocratic French of the Norman nobility.
The change was to be wrought by the magic influence
of the poet. The poet, addressing himself to the heart
of the people, needs the people’s own speech. So it is
in all languages; their hidden powers are first disclosed
by the poets; for their theme is the knowledge which
should be open unto all. Telling, in measured strains, of
the passions and the feelings common to humanity, they
lay aside the learned dialect, secret to all but the initi-
ated, and reveal the unknown powers of common speech,
and, at the same time, refine and improve it. The lite-
rary existence of all languages has its date, therefore,
with their early poetry. The poet who contributed to this
influence in a larger degree than any other was, un-
questionably, Geoffrey Chaucer. He did not, however,
stand alone; and the measure of his genius may be taken
not only by a positive standard, but by comparison with
his contemporaries, among whom stands Gower, the
second in point of merit of the poets of the age of
Edward III. The reign of that ambitious and warlike
prince was signalized not less by the glory of foreign
conquests in his wars for the crown of France than hy
the intellectual activity and the outbreak of imagination
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which distinguished its literature. I shall have occasion
hereafter, to show, that, as in this first era of Iinglish
poetry, each brilliant period that followed was also distin-
guished for its national importance in a political point
of view. It may perhaps impress the consideration to
allude to these in anticipation. After the age of Iid-
ward ITL. the next great literary era was the age of
Queen Elizabeth, then of the Commonwealth, then of
Queen Anne, and then the late period in which England
was again, as in the first period, summoning all its ener-
gies in the strife with France. As far as T may be justi-
fied in drawing a general principle from the induetion, it
would seem that an exalted state of national feeling was
the atmosphere best fitted to sustain the poetic spirit.
During the period I am treating of, the enthusiasm of the
English people had been wrought to its highest pitch:
they had aimed to achieve the vast ambition of their
king to seize the diadem of France; and never did the
pulse of the nation beat higher than when victory
perched upon their banners on the plains of Cressy and
of Poitiers. The manners and habits of the Middle
Ages were still untouched by the changes which after-
ward distinguished that period of Iuropean history from
more modern times. The spirit of chivalry was in its
vigour, giving life to institutions and customs which
have now long been obsolete and extinct. The fifty
years during which Edward occupied the throne make
the most brilliant half-century in the annals of England.
The strong arm of the king had shaken the monarchy
of France to its centre; and when that hand began to
stiffen with age the sword was wielded by his illustrious
son,—the bright pattern to the nobles who formed his
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court and emulated the character portrayed in the lines
of Shakspeard "L
“In war was never lion raged more fierce,

In peace was never gentle lamb more mild,

Than was that young and princely gentleman.

‘When he frowned, it was against the French,

And not against his friends: his noble hand

Did win what he did spend, and spent not that

‘Which his triumphant father’s hand had won.”

It would not be easy to point to any period when the
adventurous spirit of the people was more elevated by
national enthusiasm. That remarkable writer whose wit
could . touch without profaning a serious subject, the
church-historian, Fuller, said of the long-continued war
in France “that it made the English nation exceeding
proud and exceeding poor.” But the chivalry of Fng-
land, stimulated by the victories of Cressy and Poitiers,
rested not content with those laurels. Following the
banner of their prince, they penetrated into the monarchy
of Castile; and, doubtless, when the war-worn soldier
came home again, he brought with him legends ga-
thered from Iberian and Moorish romances to mingle
with the popular literature of his own country.

The times of Chaucer were a stirving period in the
annals of the Church. The first great Reformer was his
contemporary. It is not necessary, even were it appro-
priate, for me to say more on this point than that it was
then that the voice of Wiclif was raised against Papal
domination. The slumbering sentiments of ecclesiastical
disaffection were widely agitated. The veil between the
oracle of God and the hearts of the people was torn
away; for the Bible was brought from the sepulchres
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of a dead language and made a living English book.
Not, only/svas/there thelagititionlof war and religious con-
troversy, but there was, moreover, civil convulsion,—the
first struggle of an oppressed peasantry nerved with the
hope of freedom, when sixty thousand SERFS, bursting
their vassalage, were for a brief season masters of the
metropolis. I allude to these subjects very cursorily; but
the student of literature must reflect on the leading cha-
racteristics of cach literary epoch,—of no one more than
this of the early English poetry. It is thus that we learn
the influences which modify and often control the poet’s
inspirations, and which fashion the nation’s heart to
which those inspirations are addressed.

Geoffrey Chaucer was born in the year 1328, at Lon-
don. He was a man of gentle birth. His education
befitted his birth, and his lot was cast in mnoble and
kingly company. His long life was spent not in mon-
astic or clerkly seclusion, but in the busy public life of
two animated reigns. The royal favour of Hdward IIL.
and Richard II. was hestowed on him; and official records
perpetuate the fact of his appointment to several stations,
the precise nature of which cannot well be ascertained
after the lapse of ages, with the exception of the one in
_which he was associated in an embassy to the court of
France, charged with the important and delicate diplomacy
of negotiating a marriage between the young Prince of
Wales and a daughter of the French monarch,—probably
to confirm that peace which had for a time closed the
long war between the two kingdoms. There is a bio-
graphy of Chaucer, written by the novelist Godwin, which
fills four well-sized octavo volumes; and yet the authentic
facts of his life may be stated in less than that number of
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pages.  Very little is known| of ~him; and that little has
less connection with his literary character. It would, in
truth, be a strange thing if memorials had been pre-
served of any man of letters, no matter how worthy, who
lived in the early ages of a nation’s literature. That
kind of merit was yet but imperfectly appreciated ; and,
besides, let it be remembered that Chaucer flourished
before the invention of printing, and his labours were
therefore only known by the more limited and uncertain
brocess of manuscript. A few isolated particulars,
chance-vecorded, are all that can be reasonably looked
for touching the lives of the early Iinglish poets. There
is often a disposition to lay hold of these few incidents,
and from them, by means of conjecture, sometimes plausi-
ble, sometimes preposterous, and always fantastic, to spin
out a theory of the unknown life. Of the few authentic
events of Chaucer’s life I have stated all I mean to
state,—all that appears to be of interest. As subserving
the purposes of criticism, I can attach little value to the
fact of his having, during one period of his life, held an
office connected with the collection of customs in the port
of London, with an injunction in the patent of his office :—
- “That the said Geoffrey write with his own hands his
rolls touching the said office, and continually reside there,
and do and cxecute all things pertaining to said office in
his own proper person and not by a substitute;” for,
whatever conclusion one might arrive at, whether that
such an office with such a condition of tenure was ad-
verse to the freedom of song or whether it was favourable,
or, as is most probable, inoperative for either good or
evil, the opinion would be no more than empty hypo-
thesis. It is, however, of interest to know that Chaucer
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was not only a scholar but a gentleman and a courtier;
not becanse, of|; any, parrow, considerations of courtly
patronage, but because his intercourse with the world was
calculated to give his poetry a more enlarged character
than commonly prevailed. The literature of the Middle
Ages was cast in scholastic moulds. The favourite form
of imaginative composition was allegory, varied only by
classical story or romances devoted to the celebration of
supernatural heroes and their monstrous dangers and
exploits. In all this there was a weary repetition of
commonplaces, and, in a word, a want of the life of
poetry. What seemed therefore needed to give the
first great impulse to English poetry was the appearance
of some one not only endowed with poetic genius and an
intellect cultivated with the best scholarship of the age,
but also adding to the love of books familiarity with the
human heart gained by intercourse with men in the arena
of actual life. Hence it is that I have attached importance
to Chaucer’s courtly and public career. He brought the
English Muse from cloistered seclusion forth into the light
of open day, and, no longer enveloping her in the veil of
antiquity, he displayed her in the native freshness of her
youth. In these respects the contrast between Chaucer and
his most eminent contemporary, the poet Gower, is strongly
marked. The chief production of Gower, bearing the
Tatin title Confessio Amantis, is a voluminous didactic
poem, composed of the extinct mythology of ancient
paganism quaintly intermingled with narratives from the
Hebrew Seriptures and the legends of Greek and Roman
story,— the adventures of Jupiter and Hercules, of Gideon
and Job, of Medea and Lucretia. It consequently bears,
apar from its language, the stamp of no particular time
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or country, and, might; jas-appropriately have belonged to
any other century as to its own.

But not so with Chaucer, whose poctry, while true to
nature and therefore to all ages and climes, shows the
impress of England and the fourteenth century. With
his bodily vision, and with that spiritual eyesight,—the
imagination,—he looked upon the world in which he
lived and on the men in whose thronged company he
moved; and hence

¢ 01d England’s fathers live in Chaucer’s lay
As if they ne’er had died. He grouped and drew
Their likeness with a spirit of life so gay
That still they live and breathe, in fancy’s view,
Fresh beings fraught with time’s imperishable hue.”

One great proof of the genius of Chaucer and his
superiority over his contemporaries is to be traced in
this:—that he gave to his poetry a deeper and stronger
sympathy with man’s actual life. Not content with the
conventional topics of the poetry of the Middle Ages, he
followed the guidance of his own inspirations and found
nature. When we find him portraying his countrymen
such as he saw them in the streets of London, and
mingling these vivid but homely deseriptions with loftier
and more romantic themes, we trace the bent as well as
the vigour of his genius, disdaining to confine the free-
dom of its movement to the beaten track of his metrical
predecessors.

It is proof of the native energy of Chaucer’s genius
that, not content with transmitted inspiration, he sought
the elements of poetry in its primal sources. It was
much, in an age when the poets were apt to fill their urns
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chiefly from the classical aqueducts of antiquity, that one
should seek the limpid fountain as it burst from the native
rock or ro¥e/\noisdledslinCtHE Wokom of the green carth.
There are, scattered through the poems of Chaucer,
allusions to traits of his own character and personal habits.
The autobiographical passages in the writings of eminent
men are those which are always scized on with avidity;
and in the case of our ancient poet they are singularly
complete. Apart, however, from these direct descriptions,
there would be no difficulty in fashioning our imaginings
of his personal character. He was a student, 2 man of
books,—manusecript books, let it be remembered; for the
art of printing came slowly on near a hundred years later.
The habitual downcast tendency of his looks was a trait
perpetuated in his portrait, and at once an effect and a
sign of literary application and of the reflective cast of
his mind. Conscious of this habit, he puts a pleasant
allusion to it into the mouth of one of his imaginary
companions :—

¢ ¢What man art thou,” quoth he,
¢ That lookest as if thou would’st find a hare?
Forever on the ground I see thee stare.””

But, while Chaucer knew well, as we learn from his own
words, the student’s aching brow and sight dimmed by
poring on the written page, he loved, too, with as deep
a love, the fairer and more glorious book of nature.
Targely did he share that clement of all great poetic
genius,—a passion for the outward world, that which is
commonly called nature,—a passion springing from a
consciousness of its influence on the spiritual part of our
being. e was endowed with too capacious an intel-
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lect not to know that the soul of man is fitted to the ex-
ternal world, and thet | ityedueation  vetites not from books
alone. The undying soul which animates each human
being was breathed by the Creator into a material body,
—a union as mysterious as death which separates it ;
and who, without impeachment of divine Wisdom, can
question that agencies innumerable, felt by the physical
frame, are transmitted to the spirit in its seeret dwelling ?
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